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Keep your distance, said I, as I drew my revolver 
and placed myself before Caroline. 
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THE LADY OF MYSTERY 
HOUSE 

CHAPTER I 

CONCERNING AN UNPOPULAR PROPERTY 

For my uncle James Mclntyre I have always main- 
tained a sincere respect, notwithstanding that in 
most matters our views and our natures are dia- 
metrically opposed. His person is the very rod 
of respectability. He is a spare man, with gray 
hair, penetrating gray eyes, a close-trimmed gray 
beard and a pallid, impassive face; he speaks in 
deliberate tones, his movements are calm, his plans 
are ever carefully calculated, his breakfast eggs 
are boiled exactly two and three-quarters minutes. 
I am his reverse : I utter words as a cheerful and 
careless spirit moves me, change plans whenever 
I can flash better ones and eat eggs cooked in any 
fashion that is palatable. In financial affairs we 
exhibit a like contrast: he being an armor-plated, 
shell-proof, invulnerable dreadnaught, — I a summer 
pleasure craft, frequently fast on rocks, or high 
and dry on the stays for repair. 

With considerable satisfaction then I learned one 

II 
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12 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE • 

day that an enemy had lodged a shot in his am- 
munition hold. At the time I was apprised of this 
rare fact, in his office where I had come at his 
request, he admitted the damage with a surprising 
docility as he paced to and fro, hands comforting 
each other under the tails of his austere frock coat. 

"The investment, it appears, will not turn out 
well, unless fresh measures are taken for its re- 
suscitation," he stated. 

"So you are stung," I commented, extending my 
legs and taking my ease. "Fd never have believed 
it. Uncle Jim. This is a great blow to my faith 
in you." 

"Your solicitude is exceedingly precious," he -re- 
plied dryly. 

As he said nothing more, I went on: "Do you 
wish to inform me of the harrowing details of this 
disaster?" 

"Such was my purpose, Thomas, in requesting 
you to come here — ^that, and to make requisition on 
your most excellent assistance." 

I sighed. 

"Whenever you talk that way, there's always 
something unpleasant ahead — ^the weather sign 
never fails." 

"On the contrary, my boy, the heavens show their 
fairest for you. I'm about to afford you a rich 
opportunity for the exercise of your latent abilities." 

"Now I know it's bad," I grumbled. "WeU, 
shoot your musket." And I settled back in my chair 
prepared to hear the worst. 
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AN UNPOPULAR PROPERTY 13 

My uncle pursued his meditative pace in silence 
for a little, then paused to stroke his beard 

"I'll start at the beginning," he said. "The in- 
vestment in question was brought to my attention by 
a friend whose interest had been enlisted by a pro- 
moter of good reputation. After consideration of 
the enterprise I was convinced money was to be 
made out of it. Nevertheless, because of its specu- 
lative character I would never have joined in the 
scheme had not my friend once rendered me a great, 
a very great service. On this account, more than 
for personal profit, I embarked in his project.'* 

"Uncle, you arouse my contempt — ^ financier 
K)wning such a thing as a grateful heart 1" 

"Please don't interrupt," said he. "The plan was 
to buy a large body of cheap timber land on the 
northwestern coast of Florida, saw the pine into 
lumber, resell the stumpage ground in small tracts 
for fruit and garden purposes, to which the land 
could be advantageously adapted, promote in addi- 
tion a winter resort on the coast, and thus in sev- 
eral ways develop the property. My friend and I 
accordingly joined equally and bought the tract, 
some fifty thousand acres, whereupon the promoter 
set to work; he got into touch with a substantial 
southern lumber firm, he surveyed and subdivided 
the land, he started the resort to the extent of build- 
ing several cottages and of publishing pamphlets 
about the resort, he initiated negotiations with the 
nearby railroad for the building of a branch to the 
town, and then " 
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14 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

"And then?" I repeated. 

"The man suddenly died of a fever/' 

"Extremely careless of him," said I, with a pro- 
found air. 

"Careless perhaps, nevertheless he died. My 
friend and partner in the enterprise thereupon him- 
self undertook to carry out the affair, but he had 
hardly got matters well in hand when his launch 
capsized one afternoon in a squall and all on board 
were lost." 

At this stage in the narrative I felt a need of 
expression. 

"Uncle, youVe stated that you asked me here for 
advice," I remarked in a solenm tone. 

"Yes, so I did,** he answered, letting his eye rest 
on me. 

"Then I'll give you my opinion at once," I went 
on. "Ttis project smacks too much of Greek trag- 
edy — thoiie in it stand no chance whatever of pre- 
serving life. Withdraw, decamp, cut and run be- 
fore Nemesis takes you, too, by the hair! Con- 
sider that sequence of fatalities, contemplate the 
deaths of those other men. A plain warning I" 

He again eyed me, then took another turn about 
the room. 

"The investment at present looks as if it would 
go by default," he continued, with an air apparently 
of never having heard my admonition, "as there's 
no one to look after it. I've no time to give to the 
matter personally, among my other many affairs of 
greater importance. As to withdrawing for the 
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AN UNPOPULAR PROPERTY 15 

reason you state, I confess that I remain unmoved: 
Greek tragedies are scarcely up-to-date in our cen- 
tury. Under ordinary circumstances I'd see that 
the project was pushed to a successful termination; 
but because IVe too many other weightier interests 
IVe decided to discontinue my personal connection 
with it. As I've sometimes heard you tersely phrase 
the idea, I've *stood from under.' " 

"Good work," I rejoined heartily. 

"I've deeded the property away — given it away» 
in fact." 

This was an opportunity to moralize, as I love 
to do when it is a moral applying to some one else. 

"Get rid of a 'jinx' whenever you can, even if 
you have to make a gift of it to some one," was my 
sage rejoinder. 

"I have done so. I've even had my share in 
the estate legally transferred to a new beneficiary," 
came in a pleased voice. 

"Ah, once more you can breathe freely, Unde 
James." 

"Yes — ^but listen. In spite of the fact that my 
personal interest in the undertaking has ceasec^ I 
still believe the original plan when carried out wu' 
be a success. It needs but the right man to handle 
it. It's full of possibilities, great possibilities." 

"So is a bottle of strychnine," 1 suggested. "On 
which of your enemies did you hoist this man-killer?" 

He smiled his cold even smile, at the same time 
tossing his coat-tails with a satisfied little flop. 

"The recipient of my share in the property is 
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1 6 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

not an enemy," he remarked, pursing his lips. "He's 
a young man of whom I hope much : twenty-eight 
years old, strong, vigorous, an athlete, and a fairly 
intelligent fellow; yes, I may say, fairly intelligent. 
If pushed to the point he will, I believe, develop 
business talent — ^but he needs pushing. What is nec- 
essary to bring about this much to be desired con- 
summation is the right opportunity and of course the 
concomitant obstacles. To be brief, the young man's 
name is Thomas Masson.'* 

Immediately I stiffened, sat stanng at him, glar- 
ing at him. Then I f oimd my voice. 

"What, I!" 

"You, Thomas. Yes, you're now half-owner of 
the property — and please don't bellow in that dis- 
tressing manner" — ^he lifted a protesting hand — "my 
derks will be bursting in the door to see what's hap- 
pened. Calm yourself." 

"I — I the owner of that thing!" I vociferated. 

"Such is the case. But you express your grati- 
tude in strange terms, it appears to me." 

I leaped to my feet. 

"There's no gratitude in it, I don't want your gift ! 
Why, this is next to murder I I want to live awhile, 
Unde Jim, and in the name of all that's sensible 
what shall I do with a winter resort and a million 
cabbage-patches ?" 

"Do what the promoter planned to do, certainly." 

"Promoters finish in jail. This is a fine prospect 
for me: death on one side, prison on the other. 
You're no flesh and blood of mine, I plainly see 
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AN UNPOPULAR PROPERTY 17 

that" And I pulled out a cigar and viciously bit 
off the end. "When father died leaving you as my 
adviser, or whatever it was, he never had in mind 
you'd pick out the most dangerous business in Amer- 
ica for me to enter.'* 

With the maddening indifference he so well could 
assume he said: ''Of course, you may do as you 
please in the matter." 

"Of course I can't do anjrthing of the kind," I 
retorted, beginning to stride about the room. 

•Tou'll feel better after you've thought it over." 

"Pish and tush I When am I to take hold of this 
trq>ical tarantula? Next spring? No, I won*t do 
it, I can't do it I I want to pass away peacefully 
in bed when I die. Is it to be next spring?" 

"To^ght." 

For two or three minutes I stood unmoving, con^ 
gealed, the unlighted cigar dinched and forgotten 
between my teeth. It was not so much the audacity 
of this statement that confounded me as the heart- 
less, inhuman character which my uncle all at once 
revealed — blood of his blood, no ! — for he very well 
knew I had made arrangements to go north to Can- 
ada for a month's winter shooting. 

"Why this delay, why not this afternoon?" I in- 
quired at last, with all the sarcasm I could muster. 

"The faster trains for the south leave in the eve- 
ning. Do you know what you'll do when you arrive 
Acre?" 

^•Whcre?" 
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1 8 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

**At the town of Cerida, at your winter resort, 
at headquarters." 

"I do not, except to choose my cerements and 
funeral meats," was my savage response. 

He considered. 

"It first will be necessary to call on my late 
friend's heir, that is, on your partner, and for the 
two of you to reach some agreement as to what pol- 
icy will be adopted concerning the property, whether 
to carry out the original plans or to devise new ones 
for the promotion of the business." 

**What's he like, this partner?" I asked in an 
inimical voice. For I divined instantly I should not 
get on with the fellow. 

"He?" 

My uncle uttered the word in so amused a tone 
that I swung about on my heel to examine his coun- 
tenance anew. A significant smile, a smile as sharp 
and cold as the edge of a scimitar, rested on his 
lips. Further premonition of evil shot into my 
mind. 

"What have you up your sleeve now?" I de^ 
manded darkly. 

"Your partner is not a *he,' " was his response. 

"Then a woman I His wife, his widow, his weepy 
relict I By heavens, I understand why you've 
dumped this infernal graveyard off on me 1" I thun- 
dered. 

My uncle removed one hand from under his coat- 
tails and again stroked his beard, still smiling. 

"His daughter, merely. A very estimable young 
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AN UNPOPULAR PROPERTY 19 

lady, I believe, — ^well-reared, well-educated, re- 
fined, and in this particular crisis in her affairs in 
need of a practical, level-headed, hard-working 
partner/' 

"That's me, isn't it?" I scoffed. 

**I trust you'll prove such — 1 yet expect to see 
you develop into an able business man, like your 
father." 

The gravity of this embroilment each instant 
grew weightier, xmtil finally it appalled me. To 
be flimg by the crop into a mess of which I knew 
nothing, indeed for which I was wholly unfitted, 
to have for a partner a girl whom I had never 
seen and who knew no more about the property 
than did I — it was too much, too much I 

"I can't do it," said I, "no, I can't do it. Let 
some one else play my part in this Babes-in-the* 
Woods tragedy." 

"You're eminently suited, I'd say," he replied, 
with a sidewise glance. "And there's nothing to 
be alarmed at." 

I lifted both hands in protest. 

"First, the project kills any man who tries to 
handle it," I argued; "secondly, if one by any lucky 
chance should escape with his life the government 
will put him . behind bars, as it does most land 
promoters; and last, in addition to the dilemma 
of death or the penitentiary confronting a per- 
son, one is shackled to an unknown female .of the 
species. I'll make my will at once — farewell, uncle, 
a long farewell." 
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**Very commendable foresight, Thomas. A will 
is always good business. What disposition would 
you prefer to have me make of your youthful re- 
mains, in case I must act?" 

"Bury me on the beach down yonder," was my 
bitter answer; "just bury me on the beach with 
the other lobsters." 

"As you wish. Now, call round some time this 
afternoon and Carson will have all the data regard- 
ing the property compiled and ready for you." A 
pause, another gray smile. "He'll have your tickets 
at the same time. If you've any arrangements to 
make against your absence, or any engagements 
to cancel, you'd best attend to them at once — ^your 
time is brief. Remember, when you're at Cerida 
you should enter upon a thorough personal inspec- 
tion of the property before making a final deci- 
sion as to what will be done with it. Also, you'» 
should give your fullest confidence in the matter 
to the young lady; she's entitled to it for many 
reasons, chief of which is that she more or less en- 
trusts her interests to you." 

"Very well. But I'll see no more of her than is 
absolutely necessary," said I, with firmness. 

"Where women are concerned one should never 
prophesy." 

"I know what I'm talking about — I'll certainly 
not see her often, I tell you that now." 

"Allow me my doubts," said he. 

"Welcome to them. But I think it's a devilish 
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AN UNPOPULAR PROPERTY 21 

low trick youVe played me, taking it fore and 
aft." 

**Let us hope," was his complacent response, 
"that's not your final judgment." 

** Women have no business in business," I laid 
down as a law. 

"As to that, m await with intense interest your 
future reports." And he sofdy pinched one of 
his ears. 

"You'll wait, all right — and you'd better let me 
work out my life, destiny, death and ruin down 
there undisturbed, or you may be required to come 
along and either put up bail or buy a coffin." 

"Or a marriage license," he added, giving his 
coat-tails a delighted flop. 

His words were unworthy of reply. I turned to 
the door, but before I could escape he halted me 
by a gesture. 

"There's more yet to be told," he stated, with 
a mien all at once grown serious. "It appears 
there's a conspiracy afoot, if I may use so melo- 
dramatic a term, to rob diis young lady and you 
of the property. I'll go so far, Thomas, as to say 
you're on an adventure; if I were younger I be- 
lieve I myself should enlist on it." 

"Howl What I You mean iti" I cried 

"I do. Really I ought to place the matter in 
the hands of officers of the law, but before taking 
that step I judged a private investigation should 
be made. And as the investigator you have a 
chance for the adventure, if there be one." 
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22 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

"Good; Fm ready." 

"This is the way of it, Tom. After the death 
of my partner, which occurred not a long while 
ago, I paid no attention to the property, being oc- 
cupied with other affairs. Yesterday there came 
a letter from Miss Webb, for such is her name, 
stating that the Cericia lands, she had learned two 
weeks before, had been sold by her father and 
me and that she was left penniless. Meanwhile 
she sought information as to whether her father 
had retained any of the proceeds of the sale. She 
added that the purchaser had taken possession of 
the property and now occupied the mansion at 
Cericia, where she and her father had resided." 

"And the property was never sold?" I asked. 

"Certainly not." 

"Aha I Where is this Miss Webb?" 

"By her letter it seems the pseudo-purchasen in- 
vited her, together with an aunt and cousin living 
with her as companions, to remain in the house 
until she could conveniently depart. Between the 
lines I read that she was in very great distress of 
mind— she apparently doesn't know what to do 
or where to go." 

"No wonder!" I exclaimed. 

"I've given you my share of the property in 
order that you may quietly investigate the whole 
affair, learn who this intruder is and, so to speak, 
get the lay of the ground. We shall then take 
prompt measures to place him behind bars. Will 
you go?" 
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"Uncle Jim, you couldn't stop me now." 

"I'm glad to hear that, and so I had supposed, 
when you knew all the circumstances. You must 
lose no time. I'll have a letter of introduction 
w^ritten for you to the young lady — possibly it 
would be best to disclose your identity to none but 
her. Now I must attend to other affairs — I've al- 
ready overstayed my time. This will possibly prove 
a serious business, Thomas, and apparently you 
have some shrewd, determined, unscrupulous man 
with whom to deal. I hardly think you'll run any 
personal danger, but in any case I advise you to 
exercise prudence and foresight." 

"By nature I'm like you, Uncle James— caution 
itself," said I, smiling. 

"I wish you were — ^but each man must walk in 
his own gait. And last of all, remember that you're 
protecting a young lady in trouble." 

*\rhat lends a romantic tinge to the scenery," I 
responded. "I'll do my best to play up to the 
heroine. And likewise," I added, by afterthought, 
"I'll stick a pin in the exact middle of the hand- 
some but heartless villain— say, some time about 
the third act." 

For it was the prospect of brinpng the audacious 
gentleman-robber to book that quickened my pulses. 
A heroine was not really essential to the future 
drama I had sketched in my mind, but however that 
might be I assuredly could not get along without 
a villain. 
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CHAPTER II 

MATTER FOR A MYSTERY 

Cericia had no railroad — and for that matter has 
none now. Therefore I alighted in due season at 
the railway station nearest the hamlet (which left 
some thirty miles yet to be traveled), following to 
the jot the schedule which my uncle's precise secre- 
tary had prepared and discovered myself about 
nine o'clock of a wet evening in a small, ill-lighted, 
dilapidated town. The hotel was dingy, the night 
depressing, my spirits low, and so I retired at once. 
On this account doubtless I saw nothing until next 
day of the gentleman who, to speak in a certain 
fashion, was the beginning of my adventures. 

He was just in the act of opening an egg when 
a darky waiter led me to the table where he sat. 
I took a chair facing him ; he deftly finished his egg 
operation, bade the waiter bring him a fresh cup 
of coffee and then lifted his eyes to my person for 
an indolent scrutiny. 

Of slender figure, rather dark of skin and wear- 
ing a small outstanding pointed mustache, and 
carrying himself with an assured air, I guessed his 
age to be somewhere around forty. His eyes were 
full, exceedingly black and exceedingly impudent. 

24 
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He sported a Norfolk suit of some soft gray Scotch 
stuff and a negligee white silk shirt, with a lavender 
cravat in which was thrust a unicorn-headed scarf 
pin. A diamond of at least three carats was on 
the third finger of his right hand — a hand thin, 
brown, sinewy, refined. Altogether he appeared 
passable enough, though for my own taste his face 
was somewhat narrow for solid quality. One corner 
of his mouth stood twitched upward as if he were 
always about to smile, but I judged that with him 
smiles lay no more than skin deep. 

The waiter shuffled forward with his coffee. I 
gave my order for breakfast, then cast a look out 
the window. The rain of the night before had 
ceased, the sun was shining, the sky was blue and 
the day promised to be bright. 

My table companion finished his egg and laid 
down his spoon. 

*'I wonder what in the devil brought you into 
this hole," he said, all at once. "For you've the 
look of large cities about you." 

"The large cities have cast me forth,"! responded. 

"That can mean but one thing — ^you're stony 
broke, eh?" 

"Or will be later." 

His glowing eyes dwelt speculatively on me. 
"You're not of the southern states, you know, as I 
can tell by your speech." 

I smiled. 

"Nor you. London is even farther north than 
New York." 
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**Very true.'* He sipped his coffee. **But to grow 
serious, my dear chap, you've surely not come here 
to remain?" 

"Here, or hereabouts." 

"Then you've my sympathy— one might as well 
spend his time in swamps of Siam. It's a beastly 
country, this." 

"I thought so last night, still by daylight it looks 
better." 

"Are you acquainted here?" 

"Don't know a soul." 

He finished his coffee. I for my part began to 
attend the breakfast which the servant placed be- 
fore me. When I looked up my companion was 
softly drumming the cloth. 

"Perhaps I can help you then," said he. 

"Perhaps you can," I answered. 

"You're a young man — I might be of service to 
you. I know the country here, and the people." 

"Good. Tell me the road to Cericia," I said. 

"Cericial" 

"Yes, that's where I'm going." 

A wrinkle appeared between his brows. 

"What are you going to Cericia for?" he in- 
quired. 

"Well, there's a small matter I wish to look into 
— something private. It lies south, I suppose. Can 
I hire a carriage?" 

He slowly marked the table linen with the nail 
of his forefinger, now in this direction, now in that. 
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"Are you making an investigation? Is that your 
business ?" 

"Well, I'm hardly an investigator — still I'm in- 
vestigating." 

He raised his eyes to mine and said: 

"I'm not informed in regard to Cericia — ^there's 
such a place, I suppose. Why are you going there?" 

"I'm interested in cabbage culture," said I. "The 
manager of this caravansary can give me the in- 
formation I need, I presume." 

The man remained silent, while I proceeded with 
my meal. Presently I discovered he was making 
a quiet 3tudy of my person and face; why I knew 
not. 

"You'll not fancy the climate in this part of 
the world," he stated, after a pause. 

"Why shouldn't I?" I asked. 

"It's rather unhealthy, often fatal to northern- 
ers." 

"I understand that it's very salubrious," said I, 
"with its soft Gulf breezes.'* 

"That depends on the man," replied he. 

"If you can manage it here, I ought to be able 
to muddle through, speaking in British." 

"My good fellow, without further chopping words 
I advise you to go back, and at once," he said, 
sharply. 

"Go back where ?'* I asked. 

"Where you came from. Or anywhere, except 
to stop in this region. I think I make myself 
plain." 
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At that I laid down my fork. His full black eyes 
continued to inspect my person during the ensuing 
pause, with a most free impudence. 

"Whoever you are, your interest in me and in 
my business," said I, "is wholly obnoxious — and 
you're interfering with my meal. Really, I don*t 
know what's the occasion for your talk, but it looks 
as if you're attempting to blackmail me, or possibly 
to lead up to some little confidence game, or after 
all it may be merely your original method of work- 
ing towards a 'touch.' But in any case it will do 
you no good; I'm not interested in you at all — in 
your opinions, advice or company. Therefore 
kindly go to the devil." And taking up my knife 
I began to butter a piece of biscuit. 

The man rose slowly to his feet. His handsome 
dark face was lit by passion, his eyes flashed rapier 
glances. 

"You young fool, do you think you can address 
such words to me !" he exclaimed. 

"I did — and your stagey manner doesn't impress 
me in the least," I replied. "And I might add that 
nothing makes me so ferocious as being disturbed 
at a meal." 

"By heaven, no man can speak to me as you've 
just done and not live to regret itl" he croaked, as 
ominous as a soothsayer. 

VMy pate is as tough as a Finn's," I returned, 
pleasantly. "But you've made my coffee as cold as 
a rich relation. Now, if you don't mind, let us call 
this the end of the first chapter." 
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At this moment a new guest followed the waiter 
to the table, In fact, the man really stood by before 
either of us noticed him. He was a lank, melancholy 
person whose rumpled hair was silvered and whose 
lean face was deeply lined and sunburnt. Wistful 
brown eyes and a wide good-humored mouth indi- 
cated at any rate he would be a more peaceable 
companion than the Englishman. I judged him 
to be somewhere near fifty — z man physically ener- 
vated If not exhausted by a rather unfortunate strug- 
gle of life, trying to make the best of things, a soul 
who knew he was on the downhill side, no longer 
animated by rosy illusions, but still hoping for an 
occasional bit of cheer and even something of a 
philosopher. 

"Excuse me if I break in on a private conversa- 
tion — one must eat in spite of everything, I guess," 
he said, glancing at me and at my controversalist, 
while resting a tentative hand on his chair back. 

"A happy interruption," I hastened to answer. 
"This gentleman's breakfast seems not to have 
agreed with him; he should consult a specialist for 
an enlarged spleen." 

My still erect gentleman with the pointed mus- 
tache chose to ignore this remark. He eyed the 
newcomer until he was seated. 

"What are you doing here thirty miles from 
your seaweed?" he demanded. 

"I came over to buy quinine. Vm troubled with 
fever, being in the water so much," was the mild 
reply. 



Digitized 



by Google 



30 THE LADY OF MYSTERY I. ')r>. 

"You look It." 

"I do, I suppose. Water . .J * - ^ : -u man's 
blood. I can take quinine n v pi io i .ke sugar, 
by the spoonful." 

"That's what comes of messi .g round up to 
your knees all the while," was the Englishman's 
slighting response. Then he addressed himself to 
me. "As to our conversation, remember my words. 
You're young and IVe little time to waste on you." 

He walked away, with something of the English 
cavalryman's swagger, I would have sworn, that in- 
eradicable jaunty and egotistic motion of body that 
once acquired no mufti can hide and no habit dis- 
place. He had been an officer in some British 
Horse, or I would never eat another breakfast. 

My new companion presently inquired if I were 
going to Cericia, remarking that the hotel clerk had 
stated I had made a statement about traveling 
thither. I gave him an affirmative. 

"Fd like to go with you," said he. "Fm a 
scientist — an obscure one, to be sure — making a 
study of seaweed along the coast. Yesterday I 
walked over from Cericia and so am rather tired 
out to-day — don't like to repeat the distance on foot 
if I can get a ride. If it wouldn't be asldng too 
much— — " 

"Not at all," I said. "Fd be glad of your com- 
pany. Now tell me who that chap is that just went 
out." 

The seaweed scientist meditatively rubbed his 
cheek. 
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"He's staying at Webb House, which is at Cericia. 
There are several men there. He's rather insolent, 
isn't he?" 

"That's putting it mildly." 

"Well, we just have to be ourselves, I guess. 
You're sure you'll not be inconvenienced if I ride 
with you?" he asked again. 

"Oh, no. You can tell me about your work on 
the way over." 

Our conversation thereafter lagging, I became en- 
grossed in speculation concerning the man who had 
just withdrawn and with whom so swiftly I had 
been led to a clash. Who was the fellow? What 
was his motive in immediately putting me, an utter 
stranger, to question? On what business was he 
engaged, and who did he imagine me to be? Some 
one who might raise hob with his own affairs, that 
was sure. Mere curiosity had not led him to sweep 
aside conventions and to endeavor to pry loose my 
object in going to Cericia. All at once a thought 
pulled me up short: was the man deep in my own 
matters? Yet, as I reflected, he did not seem to 
be the one who would manipulate a theft like that 
of the Cerician estate; he might have cunning, but 
it would run in a different and a less regal chan- 
nel. Whoever managed the Cerician business was 
a person of heavier caliber, so instinct told me, and 
more astute brain. No, the Englishman was not 
my villain. By the time I had reached this con- 
clusion oxen could not have pulled me away from 
Cericia ; nay, neither oxen nor my imcle ! 
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Having finished breakfast I sought out the hotel- 
keeper, with whom I had arranged for a convey- 
ance to my summer resort, and learned that the 
vehicle would not be ready for me until after the 
noon meal. So with the morning to consume I 
set out to explore the village and came in due time 
to the lower end of the street, namely, to the rail- 
way station. 

Here I perceived a wagon being loaded by per- 
spiring negroes who lifted heavy boxes into the 
wagon-bed, imder the direction of a strong, brown 
man of fifty-odd, whose chin whisker moved steadily 
to his tobacco-chewing. He wore a faded slouch 
hat, with fish cord wound round its band, a collar- 
less shirt and boots. 

This overseer eyed mc suspiciously, then spat on 
the rails. 

"Well, what d'you want here?" he asked. 

**Nothing you can supply," said I. 

"Then you better move on about your own busi- 
ness." 

"Oh, I think I'll stay here awhile, if that's your 
line." 

He came a step nearer. 

"Get out, and get out quick 1" 

I settled myself on my feet, firmly. 

"Don't hurry me," I answered. "This station 
platform is public territory, if you must know.'* 

"You've come to watch this wagon." 

"Is it worth watching? Or those boxes?'* 

Just then a man came forth from the depot. 
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papers in his hand — my companion of the break- 
fast hour. 

"You're on the job, I see, as you Yankees say," 
he sneered. "I suspected you would show up — 
well, take your fill of looking, but, mind you, go no 
farther." Then to the overseer, "Pay no attention 
to him. Have those last boxes in and we'll start. 
At the proper time FU attend to this nosy bob's 
mutton." 

My presence, however, apparently put my slender 
narrow-faced gentleman in a vile temper, for he 
cursed the negroes, shot evil looks my way and 
was not at all satisfied until the wagon was ready 
to depart. Meanwhile I did not budge an inch. 
Imiocent freight should travel with no alarms. But 
as the negroes slouched away up the street, as the 
wagon went down the road south, with the Eng- 
lishman now and again scowling back over his shoul- 
der, I was very certain its load was not innocent and 
that Cericia would prove more and more interesting. 

I returned to the hotel. At the door, a cigar be- 
tween his fingers, I foimd my melancholy scientist 
barring the way. 

"No, you can't pass until you grant my request," 
he stated, a faint twinkle in his eyes. "You appear 
an honest, generous young man." 

"Who knows without a congressional investiga- 
tion what he is these days?" I responded. 

"Almost I could believe you sat among the sen- 
ators," said he, smiling broadly. "But to get on 
to my subject, there's a young lady in the hotel 
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parlor very anxious to go to Cericia and so I wish 
to surrender my seat in your vehicle to her." 

"How then will you go there?" 

"Why, I've still my legs, pretty long legs, at 
that." 

"Is the lady a relation of yours?" 

"I should say not — she's too good-looking," he 
lauded. "She's very desirous of getting home. 
May I be frank? You've the only carriage in town 
that can be hired, which leaves her in a somewhat 
embarrassing position when it comes to conveyances. 
She drove over yesterday with the man who ate at 
your table ; he sent the buggy back, it seems ; then he 
became rather too familiar " 

"Explanation enough," I broke in. "She may 
have the whole carriage herself," I responded. "I'll 
wait until to-morrow." 

"No, no, yoimg man. There's room for you 
both — and you're not like the Englishman, one can 
tell with half an eye." 

"Then we'll all go. There's room enough," I 
exclaimed. "Both of you are welcome." 

"Thank you. If you'll come inside, I'll make 
you acquainted with her. You ought to know my 
name, too — it's Dempster." 

Into the dingy parlor of the hotel I followed 
him, where I beheld the girl seated near a window, 
diin on palm, pensively gazing out on the muddy 
street. She turned her face inquiringly towards 
us as we entered, then rose to her feet. 

"This is the gentleman of whom I spoke," the 
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high as my breast. Both the scientist, who had 
joined me, and I examined the boxes one after an- 
other. 

"You may think me curious," I said to him, when 
we were again seated in the carriage, "but I saw 
those articles being loaded on the wagon back yon- 
der. Besides, I was warned away from them. 
That would arouse any one's inquisitiveness, 
wouldn't it?" 

"It certainly would," Demster laughed. "But a 
scientist at best hasn't much curiosity outside of his 
own line. I'm really not interested in what any- 
body else wants to haul. I'm worried about my 
pigeons; they've had nothing to eat for twenty-four 
hours. They're my especial pets and hobby, you sec, 
Mr. Masson. Every man has his weakness." 

"But, Miss Webb," I asked, "aren't you wonder- 
ing what's in those boxes?'* 

"I have more fear than curiosity," said she. 

"Fearl What is there to be afraid of?" I ex- 
claimed. 

But if she knew, she remained silent. She con- 
tinued to gaze aside at the wood which lined the 
road on either side. What, in truth, was there in 
those boxes to make any one apprehensive? 
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CHAPTER III 

MY FRIEND, THE SCIENTIST 

Late that afternoon I detected a brininess In the 
air that alone belongs to the sea; I felt, too, from 
time to time, stealing through the wood, a warmt 
caressing breath from over waten We neared the 
end of our journey; we approached the Gulf. And 
about sunset we emerged from among the trees, so 
that I beheld an extending belt of sand — ^beyond it 
an illimitable expanse of waves. Here was Cericia I 
Here was my promised land, my lotus-eater's abode^ 
where it would be always afternoon ! 

Though from the beginning of course I had pre- 
pared myself to expect nothing whatever of that 
poetic sort and, in fact, knew Cericia to be a com- 
monplace village, the reality was so far worse than 
my shrunken expectations that my heart shrank as 
I surveyed the miserable hamlet, composed of a 
dozen ramshackle, weather-beaten, drab, store build- 
ings and warehouses standing in a row afront the 
beach, most of them empty and boarded up, their 
prosperity gone, their busy day long past — dank, 
rotting, abandoned. Behind this company of di- 
lapidated wooden structures leaning against eadi 
other like so many hopeless paupers were scattered 
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two or three score squalid houses, from the chinir 
neys of which — it now being the supper hour — 
threads of white wood smoke curled upward on 
the evening air. 

On the beach before the blind warehouses rested 
a number of boats, drawn high against the tide and 
atilt on their sides with exposed keels. Some time 
long past there doubtless had been reason, though 
it is hard to imagine one, for the establishment of 
a village here — or the frail and shabby settlement 
♦ would not have come into being. Now, however, 
there appeared no purpose at all in its continuance, 
aside from its pursuit of an indolent and languish- 
ing fish industry. 

In answer to my question where a traveler might 
obtain a ni^t's lodging Mr. Dempster informed 
me that Sam Brown, who had acted as overseer of 
the loading job at Hampton, fed and housed the 
rare visitor; but by all reports long periods of time 
elapsed between demands on his hospitality, as 
strangers in Cericia were far between. 

"Sam Brown shall not lodge me,'* I declared. 
"I'll sleep on the beach first, if necessary under this 
chariot. For a person living dose to a whole ocean 
of water Sam Brown looks extraordinarily grimy. 
None of his inn for me, thank you." 

Casting a glance in the opposite direction, west- 
ward, I saw what was more to my liking. Just 
where the wood and the broad beach joined there 
reposed three small snug bungalows, in a row some 
hundred yards apart, as near as I could guess; their 
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shoulders to the trees, their faces to the sea — 
neat, trim little cottages, each with a veranda in 
front, each painted white of body, green of roof 
and red of flanking fireside chimney. 

Beyond this trio of delightful little dwellings, not 
less than a quarter of a mile, on a tongue of land 
projecting a short way into the water — as it were, 
on a diminutive cape — ^with a fine, thick, upstanding 
growth of timber at the rear, stood a broad-waisted 
commodious house, white as new ivory, possessing 
a tall columned portico or porch before, many ample 
windows in its sides, a handsome lawn in front, and 
an air of general well-being that brought instant 
dieer to the beholder. 

Said Dempster : "I'll be pleased to have you as 
my guest until you find other quarters. One of 
these cottages is my present domicile and you're 
welcome to share my roof and my meals." 

"Good! I accept with alacrity; you're a true 
Samaritan," I responded. **Now we must drive 
Miss Webb to the large house yonder — ^Webb 
House, isn't it?" 

"Yes," said he. 

"Then forward to new Cericia, uncle," I com- 
manded our driver. "We'll leave Sam Brown to eat 
his own fried fish." 

"You mustn't drive me all the way there," the 
girl protested when we arrived at the bungalow des- 
ignated by Dempster as his temporary dwelling. 
"No, indeed. For it's but a few steps over to the 
house and I can quickly walk the distance." 
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"I would rather have it the other way/' I re- 
plied. "I don't wish you to walk." 

"YouVe been more than kind — and please let 
me have my will now. See, I've already alighted.'* 

By a quick spring she was out of the phaeton. 

"I'm imder a great obligation as it is," she con- 
tinued, "because you brought me home, Mr. Mas- 
son. I can only thank you now." 

Needless to say I had followed after her. 

"You've deprived me of a final two minutes' 
happiness," I stated. "But possibly you'll save those 
two for some future time." 

She glanced back over her shoulder, for she had 
already set off. "I give you permission to come 
to Webb House tonmorrow for them," she laughed. 
And she departed at a quick walk. 

What a straight graceful figure she hadl As I 
watched her move away, the sun shining on the 
golden hair under her hat-brim, I recalled how frank 
and direct was her speech, how clear and earnest her 
blue eyes, how sincere her countenance. During 
the afternoon's ride she had talked little, remain- 
ing silent for the most part and leaving the conver- 
sation to Dempster and me, not so much because 
she appeared uncommunicative by nature as that 
she appeared preoccupied. Yet when she had spoken 
her words were musical, quick to the thought, worth 
listening to; she had an original power of expres- 
sion. Her periods of absorption had perplexed me, 
an absorption so complete at times that she even 
failed to answer questions addressed to her, con- 
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tinuing instead to gaze fixedly with knit brows at 
our old black man's bent back, as if that shabby back 
were the most interesting thing in the world. 

Dempster had my bags in his hands when I looked 
about. 

"Here we are at home," he said. "Unde Jerry 
will bring in your trunk and then feed the horses 
— ^there's a shed at the rear." 

**This is certainly falling on good fortune," I 
answered, following him in. "I don't know what 
I'd have done if I hadn't made your acquaintance, 
Mr. Dempster, unless, as I suggested, to have slept 
on the beach." 

"My return is a small one for your accommoda- 
tion in hauling me over. But you're welcome aside 
from that," he said, opening the door. "Make 
yourself comfortable and I'll look up some supper. 
I wonder if Uncle Jerry can cook — ^most of these 
old plantation darkies can. We'll see." 

"You live here alone?" I inquired. 

"Quite — save for my family of seaweed. Jerry 
will be in presently, then we'll learn about his cook- 
ing. He may stay forever if he can manipulate 
kettles and pans. As for myself, I came here to 
study the native sea-grasses, not a particulady excit- 
ing pursuit, to be «ure, but one I enjoy. So I rented 
this cottage to live in. Corwin, the owner, didn't 
seemed pleased to have me mucking around, but he 
finally took my money. Well, I'm a negligible sort 
of person at any rate: Corwin won't bother mCi 
and it's hardly to be expected I'd bother him." 



Digitized 



by Google 



MY FRIEND, THE SCIENTIST 43 

"I don't know this Corwin," said I, "and mean- 
while I fanqr you and I will get on famously. Let 
me pay my share of the household bill, is all I ask; 
indeed, the whole of it, for that matter." 

A languid wave of his hand dismissed this topic 
as unworthy of discussion. 

"I'm sure we'll not jcome to blows over the ex- 
pense," he rejoined. "Anyhow we'll not argue it 
our first evening." 

Later, during the appetizing meal which the old 
darkey served, Dempster recounted how during a 
peregrination among the cottages — ^that is to say, 
during an investigation of all three — ^he had come 
across a box of beautifully illustrated booklets de- 
scribing the Cericia fruit and garden project, pub- 
lished by the late promoter. On the strength of 
what he read therein he, Dempster, was almost per- 
suaded to purchase five acres of woodland and go 
into the grapefruit business to become inunensely 
wealthy. 

"The write-up was glowing," he remarked. "It 
stated, in brief, that whatever one might wish vast 
riches here could not be dodged. Wealth would at- 
tach to one's person whether or no. So I think I'll 
buy — ^you may consider me as the first settler on the 
famous Cerician citrus fruit tract. And as befits a 
serious and weighty subject, I speak solemnly.'* 

"For my part," said I, "I'm here, at the instiga- 
tion of a beloved unde, to investigate the possibili- 
ties of cabbage culture. The cabbage deserves more 
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honor than a cynical and degenerate public ac- 
cords it." 

"Very worthy, very worthy, indeed, your choice," 
remarked he, accepting one of my cigars and push- 
ing aside his plate, since we had finished our meal. 
"Personally I prefer grapefruit. Yet cabbage has 
a certain classic aroma transmitted by the legend of 
historic Cincinnatus that the grapefruit, because of 
Its juvenility, can't possess. In future days, while 
wandering between rows of your democratic yet 
noble vegetable, you'll no doubt find a spiritual satis- 
faction which I, alas, will miss during a stroll be- 
neath the boughs of my parvenu plants." Stretch- 
ing his long legs before him, Dempster lifted his sad 
eyes to the ceiling and let them rest there, as if in 
contemplation of the superior advantage I should 
enjoy. "Yes, the cabbage has an ancient and honor- 
able lineage." 

Had there been a dozen great hostleries in Ceri- 
cia, with all the luxury such could afford, I would 
not have exchanged my present habitation, with my 
jewel of a host, this plaintive-faced droll man, for 
them all. Long of figure, lean and brown of visage, 
a mop of rumpled iron^gray hair on his head, he 
in his way was individual, and doubtless with abili- 
ties I had yet to learn, but well knew he possessed. 
Most of all he had a fund of good ripe humor: a 
virtue to redeem a hundred failings. 

After the deliberation due his words I said: 

"Cabbage is imquestionably a noble vegetable, 
noble in the sense of being historic and classical, as 
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you mention; yet it suffers a comraonplaceness of 
destiny, a too great popularity in the household econ- 
omy of goats, hash-houses and comic papers, with 
the result that in spite of its splendid antiquity it 
has suffered from a lack of aristocratic favor and 
patronage. A proud and haughty character is what 
I hope to restore to it I wish to make it as highly 
desirable, as expensive, as competed for, as those 
little-known and precious edibles served only on the 
tables of fabulous Russian princes, insolent Amer- 
ican multimillionaires and dazzling, high-heeled 
actresses." 

"Which will make you famous. When you're 
dead and gone, a grateful and adoring people will 
honor you in enduring brass." 

"With a wreath of cabbage leaves about my 
brow." 

"Undoubtedly." 

"That will be honor enough for anybody," said 
I. "Now to change the subject, tell me something 
of our charming companion of the afternoon, Miss 
Webb." 

He grew thoughtful at these words, presently to 
answer: "Beyond the self-evident fact that she's 
charming, I know nothing about her, except that 
she's remaining at Webb House with an aunt and 
cousin, all guests of Corwin, who it appears bought 
this Cericia property from her father. Whether 
or not she's a relative of Corwin, I don't know; 
possibly she is, since she continues here. As I've 
said I've been in Cericia only a short time myself 
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; — ^ten days, in fact. Miss Webb and I struck up a 
casual acquaintance one afternoon while I was wad- 
ing along the shore on the lookout for what I could 
find. But our talk has been of the most ordinary 
topics, always impersonal." 

"It was no desire on my part to gossip of her," 
I explained, '*but to offer her assistance if she need 
it. She appeared troubled to-day." 

Dempster drew in his legs, sat up, examined the 
fire of his cigar and finally directed his gaze upon 
me. 

"She is troubled, seriously troubled about some- 
thing." 

"And yet would resent an outside proffer of help, 
I suppose, which would be the most natural thing in 
the world. After all, we're merely strangers." 

"Merely strangers, yes, you're right. That's 
the unhappy part of such a situation." 

"Well, nothing's to be done about it tmtil the right 
opportunity comes," I admitted. "Now, who is Cor- 
win? Where is he now — ^here?" 
' "At Webb House." 

"What sort is he?" 

"Very much a man, physically and mentally both, 
is my guess." 

"And this Englishman who sat at my table dur- 
ing breakfast?" 

"One of Corwin's guests." Again Dempster 
stretched forth his legs and sighed. "A very queer 
house party it is, made up of nice gentle people on 
the one hand and of the devil's own on the other. 
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Ratchford is the name of the man you had your 
conversational tilt with; there's another fellow with 
him, English also, by the name of Malmesbury— 
both of them reckless adventurers, by their air." 

"This place looks hardly the spot for adventurers 
to prosper,'' I remarked. 

"Looks are often deceptive. On the contrary, 
Masson, it's in just such quiet, sleepy, lifeless places 
that those fellows can best work. However; it's all 
pure guessing as regards them. They may be the 
honestest men in the world." 

"Well, they may be, but I doubt it," said I. "And 
what's more, I'd like to know the contents of those 
boxes which this Ratchford was transporting here 
when his wagon broke down. The whole affair— r 
his talk at the breakfast-table, his warning, the store* 
keeper's effort to drive me away from the depot — 
all seems most dubious to me. The Englishman's 
insolent threat really amounted to a challenge, don't 
you think? It almost compels me to investigate 
matters. I feel it a duty to grow more curious. 
The fact is, putting my desire in plain language, I 
now want to take a hand in the game." 

Dempster brushed back the mop of hair from his 
forehead and considered me with a sorrowful smile. 

"Of course. You scent trouble and therefore 
go to meet it. But, if the advice of a middle- 
aged and rather retiring scientist be of any value, 
I recommend that you keep out of *the game,' as 
you call it. These men might prove more than 
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disagreeable ; they might turn dangerous, one never 
knows. Yes, better leave them be.'* 

**0h, ril not rim out and pull their noses,** I 
laughed. "Still on the other hand, they mustn't pull 
mine, literally or figuratively. I didn't like this fel- 
low Ratchf ord at first sight, I don't like the thought 
of him now, and I'm perfectly sure I can never learn 
to admire him in the future. There you have my 
declaration of rights." 

"I thought so," was the melancholy answer. 
**Youth must have its violence and strife. How- 
ever, you'll do as you please. I'm not as strong as 
I used to be; I'm peace-loving by disposition and 
practise; I'm devoted to my kelps and seaweeds, and 
care little for anything else. If some day after bat- 
tle you return here with gaping wounds, gushing 
arteries and dripping brains, please be so good as 
to keep them from gaping, gushing and dripping on 
the seaweed I may at the moment be drying. Gore 
is not good for Gulf algae, to state the matter with 
alliterative plainness." 

"Your wishes shall be respected, professor," said 
I, "on condition that you bring me from the bed of 
the ocean a choice specimen of the sea-cabbage, if 
there be any such vegetable. I desire to cross it with 
a land-cabbage and produce a variety adapted to 
use either at mountain resorts or in submarines." 

"Agreed. FU search for one next time I go 
wading. I know I shall soon be aroused to the 
point of extravagant enthusiasm in your experi- 
ments." 
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"Well, since that's settled I believe FU saunter 
over and have a look at Webb House. Will you 
come along?" I invited. 

He would and did, going bareheaded as he was. 
We descended the beach, then turned westward, 
where shone the last faint glow of evening. And 
what a beach I Smooth and wide and firm, it 
stretched away on either hand in a long gentle curve 
that formed the bay, with the waters of the Gulf 
traveling to us in great swells that curled along the 
white sands in upward slides of foam to break at 
our feet. Far in the east one could just distinguish 
through the evening dusk the low long shape of an 
islet. The deep, steady drum-roll of the surf per- 
sisted in one's ears, the warm salty air caressed one's 
cheek, and over the whole of earth and sea at this 
hour there seemed to brood an immense peace. 

By the time we came even with the house its win- 
dows were bright with lamps against the early dark- 
ness, through which beams fell outward upon the 
tall white columns of the portico, disclosing portions 
of their round surfaces indistinctly in light and 
shadow and faintly illuminating the gentle grassy 
slope before the house that a hundred yards distant 
ended at the sea. It was a splendid mansion of the 
colonial style, beautifully situated and remainmg 
apart, if not aloof, from the old village. 

We continued along the beach, where speedily we 
came upon a small pier extending into the water, ap- 
parently to permit the whariing of vessels of shallow 
draft 
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"It hasn't been used since IVe been here," Demp- 
ster stated. "Hello, what's thisl*' 

He had stumbled over something resting on the 
sand a few yards from the pier. He reached down 
and felt it with a hand, then finally struck a match. 
The small flare disclosed a cracker box half full 
of provisions — two or three cans of tomatoes, a 
strip of bacon, paper bags tied and full, a string 
of onions, a small canister of tobacco and a roll of 
newspapers. Beside the box stood a small water- 
keg. 

"Somebody's pantry," said I. 

"So it appears. Apparently the ^somebody' is go- 
ing forth upon the water." 

"The tide will carry away the stuff before morn- 
ing." 

"The tide won't get it, I imagine. Whoever it's 
intended for will be here first. Shall we walk on?" 

For a mile we advanced along the sands, then 
swung about to return. On our homeward walk 
the lighted house stood forth like a beacon upon 
the edge of the sea. The night was now quite dark. 
But overhead in the sky shone a myriad of stars, 
whose gleams produced that faint glimmer which is 
neither light nor darkness but a subtle effect bom 
seemingly of something physically different. By 
our side, where water and beach met, ran always 
the vague and phosphorescent lace of foam, advanc- 
ing, retreating, shifting, vanishing, to a ceaseless, 
tireless accompaniment of swishing soimd. 

"Hark!" my companion all at once exclaimed, 
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lifting a hand. His dim form remained as if fixed 
while he listened. **Oars,'' said he, at last. 

We had come again near to the pier. We quick- 
ened our steps, until we came among its piling. 

"Now, have a care to be quiet. We'll soon learn 
what we learn," he remarked cheerfully, in my ear. 
"And rU bet one of your cabbages this food was 
not put here on behalf of any gospel missionary." 
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CHAPTER IV 

ON THE BEACH 

Among the piles that supported the platform of the 
small pier the gloom was intense. My companion 
gripped my arm and guided me forward to a place 
which met his satisfaction. 

"Here come some persons, too, from the opposite 
direction," he whispered. "We're well shielded, 
however, from any number of visitors. Let them 
come." 

Sure enough, from towards the house soimded 
the voices of two approaching men, who spoke in 
careless, unguarded tones. 

"Well, the delay doesn't matter," said one. 
"Moreles should be along now." 

"He's close at hand. I saw him strike a match 
out on the water there to light his cigarette by, damn 
him. A dozen times at least I've told him not to 
make lights when meeting us here, but a Spaniard 
will have a cigarette if he die next minute for it" 

The latter speaker was the man with whom I 
had had my exchange of compliments over the break- 
fast table, the thin, dark, handsome gentleman with 
the diamond, my mysterious questioner of the morn- 
ing. There could be no doubt of it, for I would 
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know those insolent tones among a thousand as the 
Englishman's, Ratchford's. What the devil was 
he up to now? 

A moment later the pair halted a short way off, 
remaining silent as if gazing off to sea to determine 
the whereabouts of the approaching boatman. If 
so, they were not long left in doubt. Above the 
subdued sound of water along the beach came the 
regular creak of oars, then a slithering rush when 
the rower shot his boat up the sands, tossed his oars 
inside and himself out, ready to drag the craft high 
up on the next upshooting wave. 

It was wet work even with the water as quiet as 
it was. The night voyager must have been soaked 
to the thighs before he finally succeeded in his task, 
but doubtless minded it little, as the Gulf currents 
are warm. In answer to a low signaling whistle by 
one of the pair awaiting him he presently ad- 
vanced while uttering a response. 

*Tm arrived, sefiors," he stated. 

*'We saw you before you arrived, thanks to your 
matches," my morning acquaintance return. "Some 
night you'll bring down a sneaking eavesdropper 
who'll learn of our affairs and betray what he learns 
— sell us out." 

"One must smoke. Besides, who in this fish- 
village knows or cares what we do, seiiors?" 

"Cover the flame just the same. No one must 
mark your comings and goings. There are out- 
siders here now and we don't want them inquiring 
in^o what does not concern them." 
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"True, your honors. Still, a match is a very little 
fire and appears but a spark out upon the surface 
of the water." 

"Nevertheless hide it, Moreles. There's one 
stranger living in the cottage and another came here 
to-day who was too curious about the boxes. We 
must use every caution, every care, I need not tell 
you that. Then, too, there are people here in the 
house who must learn nothing. I'll have no person 
associated with us upset our scheme now, and you 
may as well understand it bally well while we're 
discussing the subject." 

"I agree with you, senor. Yet one must smoke." 
And shielding a match with his palms, he held it 
to a fresh cigarette, as if to illustrate the utter ir- 
refragability of further words. Man's necessity 
furnished the final argument, according to his logic. 

By the yellow light reflected in his cupped hands 
we two unsuspected watchers saw his face: the 
swarthy bearded face of a Latin, with shining eye- 
balls, appearing for an instant like a bold portrait 
study strikingly limned in gold and black. 

"Now your information, senors. Am I to expect 
a night's work, as planned?" he inquired, presently. 

"Not to-night, Moreles. We had a breakdown 
of our basket on the way here and that particular 
load of stuff won't arrive until to-morrow. Count 
then on moving it to-morrow night, at the usual hour. 
How are the boxes you have taken?" 

"Carefully concealed, Senor Ratchford." 

"That's well. Here's food and water. If any- 
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thing should interfere to prevent carrying out our 
arrangement to-morrow night, we'll manage to dis- 
patch a messenger to you by four o'clock in the 
afternoon in order to save you the night's useless 
waiting." 

''A hundred thanks, senor. Now if there's noth- 
ing more to be communicated to me I'll make my 
excuses and depart." 

**There's nothing morp.'* 

A trip by the Spaniard to the boat with the box 
of provisions, repeated with the water-keg, a 
"buenos noche" softly called, the sound of his craft 
sliding off the sand and being tossed upon the surge 
of a comber, a splash, then almost immediately the 
hearers caught once more the creaking noise of oars. 
The boatman was steadily pulling away. 

The singular and obscure feature of this depar- 
ture was that a man should provision himself and 
put out upon the Gulf in an ordinary row-boat. Long 
voyages were not made in such vessels, yet provi- 
sions and water were not taken with one imless in 
the expectation of being where neither was to be 
obtained, and that was most likely upon the waten 
Another explanation might be found in the boat- 
man's desire to remain somewhere concealed, which 
of course would entail the need of a supply of food 
and water. This perhaps was nearer the mark. 
The Spaniard was playing a role in the scheme here 
being developed, a part requiring secrecy and am- 
buscade. Moreles was a new figure in the mys- 
tery. 
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"Well, let's go back to the house," said the sec- 
ond of the pair, who had remained silent during the 
interview. **rm thirsty/' 

"Run along then; I'm for a walk." 

"So? I'll accompany you." 

"You'll do nothing of the kind." 

The other, who, judging by his voice, was a young 
fellow, began to laugh. 

"Off to see that fisher-girl, I wager. Wouldn't 
mind making a case there myself, Ratchford. She's 
a beauty in her way. Dark, bright-eyed, shapely and 
hot-blooded. Think I'll have a try soon, by Jove- 
I really must for the glory of the game." 

"And I think you'll not." 

Again the youth laughed. "You can't have all 
the light amusement in this dreary hold, old chap. 
You've a selfish manner of trying to take any loose 
change we run across, but I've a mind to let you 
know you can't monopolize all the local sport." 

"Monopolize or not, you'll not meddle there." 

"Pretty tale for the ladies of the house if word 
of this flirtation came to their ears. I can imagine 
Miss Webb giving you a bally cold shoulder when 
she learns it." 

"And whose will be the tongue to tell her?" Ratch- 
ford asked, in a dangerously quiet voice. 

"Not mine," the other hastened to reply. "Don't 
throw out sparks so quickly. You've a temper himg 
on a hair-trigger. No one at the house need know 
what you do." 

"Mind you don't carry the word then. You know 
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something of me and my way^ and that no man 
crosses me without suffering for it, either in my 
perquisites or in my pleasures. And mind you this, 
too, ril not have you so attentive to Miss Webb as 
you have been." 

"Well, that's another matter. Miss Webb isn't 
Sam Brown's girl. I'll use my own discretion in 
regard to her, you may be sure." 

"In what fashion?" 

"Fashion it to suit yourself and according to what 
you observe. You can't play the whole deck, you 
know." 

"Ah, that remains to be seen," Ratchford an- 
nounced. 

"Yes, it does." 

For a moment a tense silence ensued. Then the 
elder commanded harshly: "You'll be polite to 
her, but no more. You'll try no love-making, or 
you'll have a settlement with me. That's the word 
for you. I'll be obeyed, if I have to resurrect my 
sword from out my trunk to drill you in orders like 
a recruity." 

"Eh? When I take orders from you, or where 
I take them, I'll let you know by written letter," 
the younger returned, all at once losing his pleasant 
tones and growing hard. "I've allowed you to order 
me about a bit at times because it suited my book, 
Ratchford, but when it no longer suits it, then 
you'll cease to give commands." 

"And will I? I will not!" 

For a time after the elder of the two English- 
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men had flung back the hot question and hotter chal- 
lenge the younger remained unspeaking. A reckless, 
determined, well-willed pair they were, headstrong 
in their ways and purposes and appetites, I imag- 
med, ready for any lawless undertaking that prom- 
ised spoil or light o'loves, and quick to quarrel. Not 
a pretty brace of scamps for Cericia. The wonder 
was that they should be in respectable Webb House. 

"And I will notl" Ratchford repeated, harshly. 

"You exactly will," was the answer, in a voice as 
hard and unyielding. "As to the swords, two can 
use them. I would not put it past you, though, my 
gallant ex-captain> to stick a man in the back if you 
thought to gain by it and not be caught in the doing. 
I may be young, and you my senior, but I know jolly 
well just how to meet your sort. You may be bad, 
but Fm no unspotted angel myself. Damn you for 
your insolence I On account of your talk now, I'll 
take my pleasure where I find it, with our charming 
lady of Webb House or with Sam Brown's black- 
eyed daughter. Put that in your pipe and smoke 
it." 

"Be careful with both your tongue and your acts,'* 
Ratchford warned. 

"I intend to, of course, in order as occasion arises 
to entertain the two ladies." And the youth broke 
forth in a malicious laugh. 

"My last word is this," Ratchford stated, with a 
deliberation that but marked his restrained anger, 
"since you're bent on playing the fool. Meddle with 
either of those girls and I'll put a knife into you. 



Digitized 



by Google 



ON THE BEACH 59 

It seems youVe grown altered of late and would 
bite the hand that's fed you '* 

**The hand that fed me! Listen to that — splen- 
did 1" And he slapped his knee with a palm and 
-went off in a fresh fit of laughter. 

"I'll be obeyed if I kill you to have the obedience, 
mind my words I" Ratchford exclaimed. "And we'll 
have no more argument about it. Now go back to 
your smoky Scotch whiskey." 

Without waiting for a reply the speaker marched 
off, swallowed up by the night, the sound of his 
footfalls swiftly ceasing on the sands. His erst- 
"while companion remained quite still. About us 
beat the steady but subdued roll of the surf, echoing 
hollowly under the damp roof formed by the pier 
over our heads. 

At last Ratchford's imseen companion broke out 
in a sneer. 

"Be obeyed!" he said aloud. "Talking as if he 
were still an officer and hadn't been cashiered. Two 
can play at your game, old top." 

Next moment he, too, was gone, no doubt to wet 
his thirst as suggested and confirm his assertion. 
The partners in conspiracy, whatever it might be, 
evidently possessed tastes too similar and too ardent 
in certain matters to be self-denying. When Demp- 
ster and I were assured of his departure we stepped 
forth from our cover. 

"I'm thirsty myself, come to think of it, but I 
prefer bourbon," said my companion, meditatively. 
"In my opinion, the most remarkable example of 



Digitized 



by Google 



6o THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

man overcoming a natural antipathy, of developing 
an acquired taste, is in the learning to like Scotch. 
Some prefer Grand Opera, some relish snails, but 
neither of these can compare with the perversion 
evidenced by human beings in drinking Scotch. Now 
bourbon whiskey on the other hand is as natural to 
the palate as milk. Don't you agree with me?" 

"Bourbon at least agrees with me," I laughed. 

"Then the vote's unanimous. Let us return to 
the cottage and profitably put in our time, discussing 
cabbages and grapefruit and other momentous sub- 
jects over a glass of it. The moon will soon be up, 
and I love to talk by moonlight." 
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CHAPTER V 

I BECOME A GUEST AT WEBB HOUSE 

Sleep did not immediately settle on my lids when 
towards ten o'clock Dempster and I retired. In part, 
newness of surroundings may have accounted for 
this, in part, too, the steady bass of the surf along 
the beach, but more than these the day's happen- 
ings filled my mind. What was going on here in 
Cericia ? What mystery moved beneath the surface ? 
What fateful coil was being wound round the inno- 
cent and helpless girl at Webb House? 

The little I had seen of Ratchford, and added to 
that his squabbling speech with his companion, 
Malmesbury, by the pier, was sufficient to cause me 
anxiety regarding her safety. To know this rascally 
pair of men were daily associates of Caroline 
Webb's 1 It was the thought of the indignities she 
might suffer and the dangers to which she might be 
exposed that drove sleep from my brain. Corwin 
was probably as bad as the others; he might even 
be a ruffian pure and simple; and already he had 
robbed her of her inheritance. What new iniquitiesr 
Ee conceived, what further plots he was engineering, 
what new crimes he now intended, I could only im- 
agine. Constantly my fears hovered round Caroline 
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Webb. Poor unhappy girl 1 Her father but a short 
while dead, she herself by all appearances left penni- 
less, here she was alone and unprotected and with- 
out doubt at wit's end where to turn or what to do. 

"I shall certainly take a hand in the game," I ex- 
claimed aloud. 

"Eh, what?" Dempster asked sleepily, from 
across the hall. 

"Nothing — everything," I answered. 

And giving my pillow a vicious punch as if it had 
been Ratchford, I dismissed the subject as being con- 
cluded and set myself to counting the proverbial 
sheep that are supposed to carry sonmolence in their 
wool. 

During breakfast next morning I learned several 
bits of news concerning Cericia that were both en- 
tertaining and informative. Our old negro servant 
while questing about the hamlet at daybreak for 
cream, butter and eggs to supply our larder, had 
gathered his budget of tales with the rest, having 
that acquisitive propensity common to gossips; and 
he garrulously shared upon a provocative question 
of Dempster's what he had heard. There was the 
affair of Sam Brown's daughter, this brunette belle 
having jilted Lafe Dodds, a youthful swain, when 
he hotly forbade her having so much to do with the 
fine gentlemen of Webb House. Dodds was gnaw- 
ing his fingers with jealousy, it appeared. Then 
<here was the back-door servants' talk at Webb 
House itself, which declared that Mrs. Belknap and 
Olive Belknap, respectively Caroline's aunt and 
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cousin, were infatuated with the gallant guests whom 
Mr. Corwin entertained, indeed, were quite foolish 
over them, while Caroline Webb alone remained in- 
diflferent to their advances. 

Well, Dempster and I were not seeking this sort 
of kitchen gossip, but when the old negro once was 
started he seemed to find so rich an enjoyment in 
his narrative, as indicated by his frequent chuckles, 
that neither of us had the heart to halt him. 

**Yas, dere am sho' quare goings-on at de big 
house, 'coding to de niggahs,'* he concluded, with a 
shake of his white head. "An' not a niggah dere 
hab found out what it all am 'bout.'* 

"Did you hear any of the black folks there speak 
of a Mexican staying round in or near this village ?"^ 
Dempster asked. 

"No, marse." 

"Well, say nothing about him and keep your ears 
open for any talk of such a man." Then Dempster 
addressed me, "I'm curious to know about that fel- 
low after last night." 

"I'm curious about what all these men are dolng,"^ 
said I. 

"Uncle Jerry, if any one, will find out, I guess."^ 

"Yas, sah, yas, sah, I'll fin' out 'bout him," that 
worthy asseverated. "If any niggah in dis trashy 
town knows 'bout a Mexican man, I'se get it out 
f under his wool." 

After breakfast Dempster went off to pursue his 
search for seaweed, I declining his invitation to ac- 
company him. I desired an uninterrupted hour for 
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reflection, in order to decide upon some course of 
action against the men who held Webb House. It 
would not be an easy matter to oust them. It would 
not be an easy matter to force an immediate action. 
Corwin, in securing the cooperation of Sam Brown, 
the principal man in the place, and as I guessed more 
or less of a scoundrel, had intrenched himself so that 
at least local favor would be his. Ignorant and sus- 
picious of strangers as the natives naturally were, 
Brown could if necessary easily stir them up against 
me. Caution on my part was essential. Still, on 
the other hand, a definite lead forces one's opponents 
in their turn to expose a card; and recalling an 
axiom of my astute uncle, namely, entice your ad- 
versary to talk and he will presently lower his guard, 
I determined to venture into the enemies' camp. 
Such a move, in any case, would give a push to af- 
fairs. 

The sun was shining brightly on Webb House 
when about eleven o'clock I sallied up to the door. 
It was as I paused to have a last look round and to 
take a deep breath before sounding the knocker that 
I perceived a long way up the beach two girls' fig- 
ures. Caroline Webb and her cousin, Olive Belknap, 
were out for a stroll. Caroline was a much more 
desirable person to see than one or several disagree- 
able, not to say suspicious, men. I decided to reflect 
further upon the situation, so seated myself in a com- 
fortable wicker chair in the shade of the portico 
and some distance from the door. 

I sat close by an open window. For this reason I 
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became unpremeditatedly a listener to part of a pri- 
vate conversation being conducted within the room 
from vs^hich the vs^indow opened. The speakers were 
invisible to me, as I to them. By the voices they 
were three. One I recognized as Ratchford's, one 
Malmesbury's, and the other I surmised to be Cor- 
win's. The voices were plain, the talk was inter- 
esting, my chair satisfactory: I lent my ears to the 
discourse with cheerful willingness. 

"Four nights from to-night will be the time," 
said he whom I guessed to be Corwin. "At least 
that will be near enough to count on." 

"Hope so," Malmesbury remarked. "Devil 
knows we've been slow at it. The job should have 
been ready by now." 

"Oh, jib that talk. What's a day more or less," 
Ratchford exclaimed. "The main thing, Corwin, is 
to have this man of yours appear at the proper mo- 
ment. Once we've things in shape, then is when we 
mustn't be hung up because of his bally loafing." 

"He's a man with a name for promptness. I 
think you need do no worrying on his score." 

"Very good. But remember the stake's large." 

"No one carries that in mind more than I, so let 
that rest. I go to New Orleans within the hour to 
dose up matters and put cverjrthing in order for the 
final move," Corwin stated, in his rich, powerful and 
resonant voice. "I'll be absent three or four days, 
returning by the fourth evening at the latest, the 
time we depart. The last shipment should reach 
us by to-morrow." 
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"Hurry things up, old chap. Fm anxious to 
handle my part of the cash," Malmesbury put in/ 

"No question of that," said Ratchford, who ap- 
parently could not forego the opportunity for a sneer. 
"In all instances you're rather more anxious to fin- 
ger the gold than participate in the labor." 

"Fortunately Tm not answerable to you for my 
actions, or you'd receive an answer you'd not quickly 
forget. Some day I'll take your nose between finger 
and thumb and twist it into a much prettier shape 
than it is now.'* 

Here Corwin interrupted, with a rap of his 
knuckles on the table. 

"Gentlemen, gentlemen, remember where you are ! 
Remember, too, I'll not tolerate a quarrel between 
you in this house, as if you were in a sailors' tavern. 
Do you wish to jeopardize all our interests? After 
our transaction is finished you may cut each other's 
throats as you please, but until then I'm master. 
You agreed to abide by my decisions, and I intend 
that you shall abide by them. I can be as ugly as 
any one if necessary, bear that in your minds. In 
your hearts you may hate each other as much as you 
desire, but I give you notice now to maintain an 
outward appearance of friendliness. If I learn on 
my return that you've broken your agreement and 
failed in this respect, you'll never touch, either one 
of you, a dollar of the money coming from this 
venture. Are my words clear? Just so. Now no 
more about it — ^too many words already have been 
wasted" 
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The brisk manner in which he dealt with and 
disposed of the pair was a pleasure to perceive. 
Albeit he himself was both scoundrel and criminal, 
I had for him a certain meed of admiration ; he was 
a person who knew how to drive with either a gentle 
or a tight rein. 

"Would it not aid the execution of our bally plan 
if I cut his throat immediately?" the younger Eng- 
lishman laughed. **There would be one the less to 
participate in the plunder, you know, and a deuced 
unsavory one at that." 

"Try it, try it on!" Ratchford snarled back at 
him. 

The quarrel threatened to blaze out anew, where- 
upon for a second time Corwin rapped on the table. 

"Enough!" he cried, impatiently. "You're con- 
stantly taking each other's lives with words, but 
never with a weapon, more the pity. You should 
both have died a hundred deaths by your threats. 
I'm sick of this constant squabbling. I'll have no 
more of it. The matter shall be settled now for 
good, instead of being deferred. Do you, Ratch- 
ford, intend to keep your temper ? Do you, Malmes- 
bury? Speak up! I'm asking you to your faces. 
This minute and your answers decide whether we 
go on together, or I go on alone." 

It seemed they had nothing to say, for both re- 
mained silent. I could easily imagine Ratchfordi^ 
scowling under the restraint placed upon him by Cor- 
win, his spirit being a bold, arrogant, undisciplined 
one; and only the dictates of policy and the near 
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prospect of ill-gotten gains caused him to bow to the 
other man's will. Malmesbury probably chafed less 
under the command; it was my opinion, too, how- 
ever, that he would be the quicker to disregard it, 
being younger, brusker, more reckless, more indif- 
ferent. Altogether this little dash was enlightening 
as to the characters of the three men, and left in my 
mind no doubt as to who was leader. 

"Very well then, that will do for to-day," Cor- 
win stated at last. "As for this fellow you tell about 
coming here yesterday, Ratchford, keep an eye on 
him and ascertain his business. If it be espionage, 
use the measures we discussed. We want no in- 
quisitive busybodies arriving at this stage in the pro- 
ceedings. I set out for Hampton almost immedi- 
ately." 

The other two men made some answer and soon 
betook themselves from the room. Corwin re- 
mained engaged with his affairs, I judged, and be- 
cause there appeared nothing more to be learned 
by the window I quietly carried my chair farther 
away to a new position, where I might observe more 
clearly the two girls who now strolled along the 
beach towards Webb House. It was a little after- 
Ward I apprehended, by that uncanny sense which 
enables one to see without eyes, that some one stood 
looking at my back from the open window. 

My first instinct was to face about. On second 
thought I rose to my feet, scanned the sea, began 
to pace the veranda, and finally let my look rove 
round and come, as if quite by accident, to the case- 
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nent. Just within the embrasure stood a man fifty- 
>dd, tall and corpulent and large of head. His thick, 
:oarse, black hair was shot with silver, his close- 
Jipped, wiry moustache and bushy brows were gray; 
)ut one was struck most by his penetrating eyes, 
arge predatory nose and heavy square chin. All 
iis features, his figure, and indeed the very spirit 
)f the man, bespoke solidity, mass, power. His 
lips were close shut in a manner that appeared 
rather the result of long habit and studied repres- 
won of strong passions than because of- some imme- 
diate feeling. Here was a man accustomed to hav- 
ing his way, that was evident, by policy if possible 
and by force if needs must, but have it in any case; 
a prospective antagonist who to say the least would 
prove a tough customer. 

"Remain where you arc," he said, stretching his 
hand towards me in a sovereign gesture. "I'll join 
you outside at once." And he disappeared from the 
window. 

I collected myself to meet the interrogation whidi 
now was inevitable. In the calculating look which 
he had bent on me I read a dozen questions amove 
in his mind — how long had I sat there — ^had I over- 
heard any of the previous talk — ^what did I know 
of his plans? — suspicions he must on the minute ver- 
ify or allay. And presently he strode forth through 
Jhe door ^ving upon the portico and advanced to 
fhe spot where I stood. 

L**My name is Corwin; are you here to sec me?*' 
asked, halting. 
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"To see Miss Webb," I answered. 

"On business? For the time being Fm manag- 
ing her affairs/' he continued smoothly. "There- 
fore if youVe matters of a business nature to dis- 
cuss, Fll listen to you. Proceed, if you please." 

"Thank you, but I have no business. My call 
is purely a social one. Yesterday I was lucky enough 
to be able to pve Miss Webb a seat in my carriage 
here from Hampton, and in return she was kind in 
asking me to run over for a chat. So here I am, 
you see." 

"You didn't ring when you came," said he. 

"Oh, no, that would have been of no use. I saw 
Miss Webb and another young lady — ^there they are 
yonder! — ^walking on the beach and so dedded it 
not worth while to announce myself." 

"How long have you sat here?" 

"I can't say exactly — a very few minutes." 

"That tells me nothing. Did you overhear a con- 
versation being carried on in that room?" And he 
pointed at the window. 

"What conversation?" I inqiiired. | 

"Any conversation — ^there's no need to specify." 

I resumed my chair. His overbearing manner 
ruffled me — I brought out my cigar case and pre- 
pared to smoke. 

"You've not given me an answer," said he. 

"Why should I? I never answer offensive re* 
marks." Then assuming a righteous manner, I in- 
quired, "Are you the butler of this dwelling?" 

"Fm not the butler," he replied 
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"Well, whoever you are, I refuse to allow you 
to Insult me. I came to pay my respects to Miss 
Webb, not to be interrogated." 

His firm grim lips slowly shaped themselves into a 
smile : 

"I beg your pardon, Mr. ^^ 

"Masson,'' I supplied. 

**Mr. Masson, thank you. You'll pardon me, I'm 
sure, as I'm naturally zealous where Miss Webb's 
interests are concerned. I am very fond of her. 
Rest assured, I have no desire to insult you or any 
one who may come to Webb House — never without 
reason." A faint emphasis lay on his speech. "Miss 
Webb's friends are as welcome here as my own. 
I mentioned that I look after her affairs because 
I presumed your errand was a business one." 

I sat forward in my chair, pretending a new in- 
terest. 

"It's business, too, by Jove, that brought me," 
I exclaimed. "I came to Cericia because I heard 
somewhere that this is the ideal spot for raising 
oranges and cabbages and the like. I'm going in 
for them, you know. Some chaps go in for polo 
and some go in for ranching, but I'm going to make 
my line cabbages — royal cabbages for the New York 
market. It ought to 'go, hadn't it, for salads and 
that sort of thing?" 

"Ah, I see that your business, after all, Is with 
me," he replied with a quizzical smile. "For I own 
these lands." 

I gazed at him as blankly as I was able. 
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"So then it's with you," I said. JTou must tell 
me everything there is to know about cabbages — 
you know all about them, don't you?" 

"Not quite all," was his answer. 

"Then what do you know? Fm a duffer just 
starting in the cabbage enterprise and have lots to 
learn, — cheaps, I suppose. But, I say, I can make 
my call on Miss Webb, too, can't I?" 

"If she's willing, certainly." 

"She appears a most charming young lady," I 
responded. 

"And she's as charming as she appears," he said. 
Then glancing at his watch, "Fm leaving for a few 
days and so shall be imable to talk over with you 
your prospective purchase of cabbage land until I 
return. Where are yoti stopping — Brown's?" 

"Oh, no. Mr. Dempster kindly put me up last 
night — I can do very well there, I imagine, until 
you return." 

"I won't listen to that," he stated. "You must 
come over to Webb House — no, don't protest. Fll 
have it no other way. You shall be my guest — or 
shall I say Miss Webb's? — ^until you've made your 
purchase of land. Rest assured, while you're here 
you'll be well looked after." 

Something in his tone, something sounding like 
iron under silk, caused me to hesitate in accepting 
his invitation. Was it this man who was being hood- 
winked^ — or was it I ? 

"You'll come, will you not?" he continued, more 
agreeably. "To quiet your scruples we'll consider 
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you solely as Miss Webb's guest. That should pre- 
vail with you." 

"Indeed it does, thank you," I answered. "And 
possibly youVe some boo^ in the house on cabbage 
culture — ^I'll read them while you're away." 
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CHAPTER VI 

A NEW CAUSE OF TROUBLE 

CoRWiN, with a word of apology that he must 
snatch a bite and be off to Hampden, went into the 
house, leaving me to meditate upon our meeting. I 
had made a step forward, I was to become an in- 
mate of the mansion. With Corwin remaining I 
should have felt it rash, perhaps, to enter thus boldly 
into the dwelling of the plotters (so vivid was the 
impression of strength and of latent power he had 
made upon me), but since he was to be absent my 
courage rose and I looked ahead with eager antici- 
pation to the opportunities for discovery I should 
now have beneath this roof. Ratchford and 
Malmesbury, the two Englishmen, men of different 
fiber, caused me no great uneasiness; they were medi- 
ocre compared to their leader, who in ability, I 
guessed, towered above them head and shoulders. 

From the little I had seen of Corwin during our 
conversation I perceived that he was a man of re- 
sourceful mind, of bold spirit and large imagina- 
tion, — a man who would not quickly be disquieted, 
or dismayed, or, worse, dislodged. Moreover he 
was one who made crime almost eminent. What else 
can be said of a being who calmly appropriates for 
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his own use thousands of acres belonging to others 
and carries the business off with a matter-of-fact 
imperturbability, almost with aplomb? 

At this stage in my cogitations a tall young fellow 
of about my own age sauntered forth upon the ve- 
randa, presently discovered my presence and stalked 
towards me. 

"I say, old top, are you the bogy that Ratch has 
scared us to death with since he came back from 
Hampden?" he inquired, In throaty British. "I 
heard Corwin say just now you were to stop here — 
and Ratdiford is to keep an eye on you, you know." 

A grin rested on his long face. For long face it 
surely was, like those in old English prints, — high 
dieek bones, wide blue eyes, a long hanging nose 
and a loose mouth long as a finger, that disclosed 
long hor3e4ike teeth. His teeth I marked particu- 
larly: they carried to the observer instant convic- 
tion that, whatever else he might or might not be 
able to do, if he wished he could bite with tremen- 
dous power. In addition to these details of his ap- 
pearance he had straw-colored hair parted in the 
middle and the milk and rose complexion common 
to many Englishmen. 

I removed my cigar from my lips and spoke ac- 
cusingly : 

"Your name is Malmesbury and you drink Scotch 
whiskey — I can tell it by the enormous plaid pattern 
of your clothes." 

The fellow went off into a fit of laughter. 

"Really, old chap," he said, when he had his 
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breath, **I fancy you're not bad cx)mpany at all. The 
fact Ratchford blackened your character predis- 
poses me in your favor. By Jove, your cigar smells 
good — I'll trade you a drink of that same Scotdi 
for one." 

"You're welcome to a cigar, without the Scotch," 
I said, handing him my case. 

He selected a weed and lighted it. 

"Now tell me what you're doing in this damnable 
hole," said he, spreading his legs and lifting his 
chin. 

**I expect to go into the cabbage business,'* I in- 
formed him. 

"Cabbage business! Oh, I say, that's too 
strong." 

"Nevertheless, cabbages. Now, Mr. Malmes- 
bury, declare in your turn what you're doing here in 
this, as you put it, disagreeable quarter." 

He leaned back against the neighboring porch 
pillar, bit off the end of his cigar as easily as a 
child bites through a sugar peppermint and gazed 
down his nose solemnly. 

"I'm a metal worker," he stated, letting his look 
come slantwise up to meet mine. 

"Ah," said I. 

"Yes, dear chap, a metal worker," he went on, 
"and a metal mover. Does that satisfy you?" 

"I was not aware there was a foundry here^ 
abouts," I said. 

"Well, there is — of sorts," he concluded. 

My opinion of the fellow was that he belonged to 
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the class of coarse comedians. His large, smooth, 
soft hands gave the lie to work of any kind. Vil- 
lain in Corwin's conspiracy he possibly was, but a 
subordinate vulgar villain; when numbers were 
wanted he no doubt lent a hand, yet I wondered 
that the leader should enlist such a man in his enter- 
prise. 

"rU not keep you longer from your labors," I 
said. "It's time for me to be going." 

"Adieu, then, friend of the good cigars," he re- 
sponded with an indolent gesture of farewell. 

I descended the grassy slope before the house. 
Caroline Webb and her cousin were still walking 
some way off, and as I should meet the former later 
on I decided to wait no longer. Dempster was ready 
for luncheon when I arrived at his cottage. Dur- 
ing the meal I informed him of my prospective so- 
journ in Webb House, explaining the circumstances 
of the invitation I had received and afterward voic- 
ing the suspicion I held that Caroline Webb needed 
protection. 

"My idea too," said he, thrusting a hand through 
his iron-gray hair. "I'll be sorry to lose you, for 
our discussion as to the respective merits of cab- 
bages and grapefruit was but getting under way. 
Still, the gods direct our feet. You'll be able to 
save Miss Webb from annoyance by the English- 
men and if worse come to worse, shield her from 
harm. You know, Masson, should you find your- 
self at any time outnumbered in a controversy, that 
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I stand ready to give you assistance, so far as I 
can. I might help a bit." 

The worn, rugged, patient face of him, as well 
as his words, warmed my heart. He was sterling 
all through. Then and there I knew he was to be 
depended on, to be trusted,— or I would never eat 
another grapefruit! 

"See here," said I, looking him in the eyes. "Do 
you mind if I speak confidentially?" 

"Any confidence you give me will be respected 
and prized," he answered. 

"Well, this is what I want to say — ^it has to do 
with Cericia, Corwin, Miss Webb and myself." 
And thereupon I proceeded to relate the history of 
the estate and inform him of the facts of my un- 
usual partnership with Caroline Webb. From time 
to time he nodded his understanding of the account. 
When I came to the circumstance of Corwin's fraud- 
ulent mortgaging of the property, property in which 
the man had not the faintest shadow of title, Demp- 
ster thrust out his head in sudden interest. 

"So that's the way of it," he exclaimed. "You're 
wise in going over yonder; things couldn't have 
turned out better for her and for you. I've been 
somewhat uneasy, I confess, about her position there 
among those men, notwithstanding that she has with 
her an aunt and a cousin. Those fellows are a 
rather strong-flavored lot. You'll at least be able 
to keep them at arm's length from her. Now as to 
the business end of the affair, if I may make a sug- 
gestion, you should take inunediate steps to enlist 
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the law in your behalf and have your title cor- 
rected/' 

"A letter goes to my uncle to-day/* I re- 
plied. "That's the first thing. When I hear from 
him in regard to the matter I'll arrange for Cor- 
win's arrest. Uncle Jim wanted me to investigate 
the state of affairs here before taking any action." 

"It would be well to act as soon as possible," 
he said. 

"I'll move quickly enough when I have all the 
facts in hand, never worry. A day or two will make 
no difference." 

"A day is often too late," he remarked thought- 
fully, "especially when you're dealing with active 
enemies. Besides, it takes time to put the machin- 
ery of the law in motion. However," — and his face 
softened in a slow smile — »"it's your funeral. I 
really have no business giving you advice." 
' After our meal I accordingly squared away over 
paper and ink to tell my uncle in a letter what I 
had learned of the condition of things in Cericia. 
This done, I took a breath of relief. Dempster in- 
formed me that the post-office of the community was 
in Brown's store, so thither about three o'clock that 
afternoon the scientist and I walked. 

Last, that is to say, farthest east of the row of 
dingy frame buildings facing the beach, most be- 
ing empty and with windows boarded up, Brown's 
store fronted the sea with a dejected look. A 
lean-to had been built on the open side, connected 
with the main room by a door cut through the wall, 
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where over a rude bar liquor was dispensed to the 
thirsty of Cericia. The store itself exhibited but 
a meager stock of merchandise having the same 
dingy and aged appearance that marked the struc- 
ture itself: cheap clothing, stained bolts of calico, 
pairs of unwieldy boots, boxes of provisions, bar- 
rels of sugar, of molasses, flour, rice and the like ; — 
all contributing an ingrained smell strongly satu- 
rated by the odor of whisky from the adjacent 
lean-to. At rear of the room one comer had been 
railed off and framed to serve as the post-office. 

This much I gained when we first entered. In 
the middle of the store-room a young fellow with 
hat a-tilt was talking angrily to a girl who stood 
behind a counter. She leaned back with shoulders 
resting against a shelf that held rolls of cloth. Her 
arms were folded, her lips were a little contemptu- 
ous. She had a strong, lithe figure, now in repose ; 
her skin was of a rich olive, which I imagined would 
answer quickly to her blood when her feelings were 
aroused, and a full black eye that immediately swept 
Dempster and me when we stepped inside the build- 
mg. Instantly I knew that she was Sam Brown's 
daughter, a girl of perhaps twenty-two or three, 
of considerable natural intelligence and fervid im- 
pulses, the one over whom Ratchford and Malmes- 
bury had squabbled the previous night on the beach. 
There was a swarthy comeliness, a ripe fulness, a 
tempting boldness, that would attract and challenge 
such spirits as theirs. 

The young fellow who was talking had been at 
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Brown's bar; that was at once apparent both in his 
nanner and in his utterance. 

"You think you can run with those fine folks at 
Wchh House," he exclaimed, without noticing 
Dempster and me, "and me never say a word. I 
tell you, Sally, you got to quit 'em if you expect 
:o marry me." 

A wave of color rose under the girl's cheeks. 

"You're drunk, Lafe; go home till you're sober," 
ihe said. 

"I'm not going home," he mouthed. 

"Well, I'm tired of your talking this way. Once 
For all I tell you I won't marry you; make up your 
nind to that. You're a fool — and I'll never marry 
I fool." 

"Those men at Webb House with their soft talk 
iave given you these airs," he cried. "They think, 
iamn 'em, no one knows what they're up to 
md " 

"Leave the store at once, or I'll call father," she 
K)mmanded. "I won't have such a nuisance around 
»nd I won't have you talking this way with people. 
n the store." 

"People 1" — the youth looked about until his eyes 
lighted on us — "Some more of the fine folks from 
)utside of Cericia. I'm sick of 'em all." He took 
1 swaggering step or two towards Dempster and 
ifie. "You're another pair Corwin's got here to 
liclp him in his dirty fishing, ain't you ? Think you're 
fooling everybody with what you're doing in these 
parts, but there's one you ain't fooling and that's 
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Lafe Dodds. You come in here and get Sam 
Brown mixed up in your business; you come in 
here and make love to Sam*s daughter, who*s go- 
ing to marry me, hoodwinking her, maybe to her 
sorrow, filling her full of notions till her head's 
turned. Cericia maybe don't know what you're do- 
ing, but here's one who knows. Put that in your 
tobacco; you're not fooling me." 

As he made his accusations his words grew more 
and more vehement, rose higher and higher, until 
they reached a shrill pitch. All at once I perceived 
framed in the door leading into the lean-to the 
brown bearded face of the man I had seen the 
night before on the beach, lighted by the match- 
flame ; of the unknown from the sea who had landed 
by the pier and who later put out again upon the: 
starlit water. I saw now that he was a Mexican. 
He stared fixedly at the intoxicated youth, finallf 
swept Dempster and me with his glance and with- 
drew. 

The girl came round to the front of the coimter. 
Her lips were compressed, her brows knit in a dark,, 
angry look. 

"Leave this store," she commanded Lafe Dodds. 

"I'll leave when I'm ready," he retorted, though 
nevertheless moving towards the entrance. 

"And once you're out, stay outl" She followed 
him up, pressing him on. "Never come in here 
agaifi, never set foot in this room a single time. 
Do you hear?" 
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The young fellow was considerably taken aback 
at her words. 

"Hold on, Sally, you don*t mean that,'* he said, 
halting. 

"I certainly do mean it Get out and stay out; 
that's my last word to you, Lafe Dodds." 

"You mean you're done with me?" he cried. 

"Yes. I never want to see or hear you again. 
Go ahead; trot right out the door.. Don't stand 
mooning there and letting all the flies iA. I treated 
you like a gentleman — ^but you ain't one, you're just 
white trash. So move along." 

Dodds muttered an obstinate oath, whereupon 
the girl gave him a final push that carried him 
out through the door. She then came back to us, 
lips still compressed, bosom quickly rising and fall- 
ing quite as if a stormy sea were in it. But when 
she spoke her voice was once more even and business- 
like^ 

"Do you men want something?" she asked. 

"I wish to post these letters," I replied, presenting 
my epistles. "And here is the money for stamps." 

She took them in her hand, holding the coins 
against the envelopes with thumb, while favoring 
me with a full scrutinizing regard as if I were some 
new sort of being that she wished to label and prop- 
erly place in her books. 

"Very well," she answered betimes, "the letters 
will go over to Hampden to-morrow — ^the mail is 
sent three times a week." 
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"And reaches here a corresponding number of 
times, I suppose?" 

"Yes. The sack is carried there in the morning 
and back in the afternoon every other day." Hesi- 
tating a little, she spoke again: "I hope you didn't 
mind that young fellow's disturbance. He's drunk. 
I don't like such rows to happen in the store." 

"Well, when you break hearts, Miss Brown," 
Dempster drawled, "you must expect squally 
weather." 

A hint of scorn shaped her lips. 

"Fools are the only ones whose hearts get broken, 
I reckon," she responded, with finality. "Nothing 
else you want to-day, nothing out of the store?'* 

"Nothing just now, I believe." 

The place itself did not invite a person to loiter, 
so we set out for home. In front of one of the 
ramshackle, boarded-up warehouses Lafe Dodds 
was holding forth in a loud voice to an audience 
comprising two white men and five negroes, all of 
whom sat sunning themselves against the building. 
Anger and liquor both were working strongly in 
the young fellow, so that when we came even with 
the group he swimg out to bar our way. 

"You're two more of the fine birds come here 
to Ccricia," he snarled, "and you'll be making love 
to Sally Brown, like the others. For a cent, I'd 
lick you both." 

"Stand back and let us pass," I said. 

"Stand back, nothing I You think because she 
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put me out of the store you can talk up — I'll show 
you!" 

"YouVe doing the talking. If you wish to stand 
here, we'll go round." 

Argument with a drunken man is always futile, 
so, allowing him possession of the spot, I started to 
go about him. 

"No you don't, you shrimp!" he shouted, grab- 
bing my coat lapel. 

He began to laugh, shoving his flushed face near 
mine. In disgust I jerked my coat free. Instantly 
his laugh ceased and he struck me a blow on the 
breast. Now I don't mind a bout with a friend 
with gloves and in a friendly spirit, but ordinary 
brawling goes against the grain, for nothing that 
I can imagine is more calculated to decrease one's 
self-respect. I had no intention of becoming in- 
volved in one here any more than I should at home. 
So I stepped back a pace from the drunken loafer 
and a second time started to go round him. 

"Look at the coward trying to sneak off !" Dodds 
jeered. And as if he thought me about to take to 
my heels he lunged forward anew, swinging his 
fist. 

Well, there was but one thing to do— and I did 
it with expedition and neatness. I may be averse to 
a brawl, but I'm not a peace-at-any-price man. 
Waiting no longer, I side-stepped Dodds' blow and 
shot a punch to his jaw that straightened him in his 
tracks, followed it with a rap over his heart that 
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concluded the encounter and left him spread-eagled 
on the sand. 

"Very scientifically executed," said Dempster. 
"Shall we proceed or shall we wait till he comes 
to his senses?" 

"Better wait, I suppose," said I. "I didn't ex- 
actly mean to put out his light, but matters were 
pressing." 

After a moment Dodds opened his eyes, finally 
got up on an elbow, then at last hoisted himself 
to his feet. He was a pretty sick Cerician, yet the 
fighting spirit had not been wholly quenched m his 
breast. 

Beginning with a string of oaths, he said: "I'll 
make you pay for this; you see if I don't make 
you pay for this." 

"If you've any sense, you'll drop the matter here 
and now," I returned. "You began it by attacking 
me and you got what you deserved. Next time you 
try to assault me, I'll take pains to put you in a 
hospital. Go home and sober up before you boast 
what you're going to do to me or to any one." 

I gazed at him in a decidedly bad humor. To 
have enlisted against me another active enemy, 
albeit one as humble as this fellow Dodds, was 
not what I desired. By his malicious petty perse- 
cutions I might be much annoyed; persecutions that 
possibly would be the beginning of the whole com- 
munity's ill-will. 

"I'll hive my turn," he answered sullenly. 

"Dodds — if that's your name — ^you'd better for- 
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get all that's happened. Your drunken interfer- 
ence was the cause of your being knocked down. If 
you keep on, you'll walk into deeper trouble.'* 

"I'm going to take pay for this out of your hide, 
that's what I am." 

"All right. I've said my last word," I stated, 
starting on. 

Even in words he was determined to have the last 
one. 

"And you keep away from Sally Brown, damn 
you !" he shouted after me, a warning Dempster re- 
peated with a chuckle. 

After a time the scientist continued: — "You may 
not be aware of the fact that Sally was an observer 
of your little rumpus with her erstwhile lover. She 
was looking out of the store door. Sally, like most 
women, is curious and so after you were gone 
wanted another peep at you. She knows that Dodds 
warned you away from her — he probably shouted 
as much for her benefit as for yours." 

"Dodds need have no unnecessary worry," said 
I. "I certainly shall not abduct Sally." 

Dodds and Sally Brown were both promptly for- 
gotten in tht anticipation of my sojourn at Webb 
House. I planned to go there that afternoon 
shortly before dinner time. This project was car- 
ried out and it was just as the silver-toned Grand- 
father's clock in the hall was striking the hour of 
six that, preceded by Uncle Jerry, who carried my 
bags, I entered the house. A negro boy relieved the 
old darky of the luggage and led me up the stair 
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to the room which, he stated, Mr. Corwin had or- 
dered placed at my disposal. 

Some twenty minutes later I went down again. 
Entering the living-room, I beheld Caroline Webb 
seated by a window. She quickly rose when she 
saw me and came forward. 

"IVe been waiting for you to come down,'* she 
said hurriedly. "May I have a moment alone with 
you?" 

"Assuredly, Miss Webb.*' 

"What I wish to speak of is this: Mr. Corwin 
announced you were coming here to stay. That docs 
not matter — but he said you were coming on my 
account, as my friend ^" 

Here I interjected, "If you'll allow me to be a 
friend." 

"But we're only acquaintances, if that I never 
saw you until yesterday. I never asked you to come 
here. This is Mr. Corwin's house and I'm merely 
a guest in it. You've no right to come here sailing 
under false colors, to come on his invitation while 
pretending it is on mine." 

"But I do not come under false colors — I really 
wish to be your friend." 

"I have no friends," she stated, a trace of bit- 
terness escaping her, "least of all are Mr. Corwin's 
mine. You're another of the men he's brought here, 
I learn now. Yesterday I thought differently, but 
I find you're but one of the rest." 

"Should the fact that Mr. Corwin consented to 
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admit me make it impossible for us to be friends?" 
I asked. 

For a little she remained perplexed by this ques- 
tion, then her lips set firmly. 

"It does, yes." And she began to move away. 

"One minute. Be so good as to let me explain," 
I said. 

"Explanations often do not explain," she an- 
swered, pausing. "You must excuse me." With 
that she was gone. 

I stood where I was, not attempting to follow. 
Unquestionably I showed in a black color; she 
imagined me an ally, if not something less respect- 
able, of Corwin's, and what such an alliance meant 
she doubtless knew better than I. Well, I should 
go ahead with the wind, until I could show my true 
flag. Presently I went where she had led, coming 
into the next room, where I found myself in the 
midst of the assembled house guests. 

Now as I remained where I had halted, a bit 
surprised at their unexpected presence, a bit con- 
scious of intrusion as a stranger among them, Caro- 
line Webb exhibited her natural kindness and gen- 
erosity of heart. She supposed me one of Cor- 
win's hirelings, yet was aware that I was neverthe- 
less imacquainted with the others here ; and though 
with propriety she might have kept in her place, on 
seeing my hesitation she came forward and gra- 
ciously made me known to her aunt, Mrs. Belknap; 
to her cousin, Olive, and afterwards to the two 
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Englishmen, the last introduction being really 
superfluous. 

When I thanked her In an aside, she said: "I'm 
not ungrateful for your assistance yesterday after- 
noon. It is a small return for that." 

Mrs. Belknap was one of those indolent but as- 
sertive women who sit most of the day in a com- 
fortable chair doing nothing, but who the more on 
that account expect very much to be done for them. 
She was large, fleshy, bloodless, and as I saw by a 
first glance at her physiognomy, cold of eye and cal- 
culating of mind,— a woman who would be con- 
tent so long as her wants were supplied, her hours 
amused, her commands served and her will un- 
crossed. She was a devotee of solitaire ; indeed, had 
a pack of cards in her hand at that moment. Her 
one weakness was her daughter Olive. Whatever 
Olive did was right. Whatever Olive demanded, 
Olive must have. Whomever Olive admired, she 
likewise admired; when Olive smiled, then smiled 
her mother. These facts I of course only sensed 
at the minute, but they later were confirmed. In 
my own particular case Olive, I judged, had been 
beforehand with her In some opinion or other of 
me that Ratchford had inspired, for Mrs. Belknap, 
with Olive at her chair-arm, had greeted me with 
spare words and a hostile gaze. 

"You're stopping in Cericia," she presently ad- 
dressed me, not asking a question but stating a 
fact. 

"Oh, yes, here in Webb House," I replied. 
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"Mr. Corwin said nothing until this noon of your 
coming." 

"Mr. Corwin is careful to keep his own counsel, 
I imagine," said I, "until he's ready to speak it." 
Then after supporting a freezing look from her, I 
cheerfully went on, "He may not have informed 
you, but I'm not here as his guest at all, you know." 

"As who's then, pray?" 

"Miss Webb's, please know." 

"Caroline's? Indeed I But this is Mr. Corwin's 
house." 

"Mr. Corwin is perfectly informed of the circum- 
stances," I remarked. "He understands, if you 
do not." 

Another icy glare. I observed Olive Belknap 
give an indignant and scornful sniff, tossing the curls 
on her small head. It was quite plain my partner 
was not on the best of terms with her relations, or 
perhaps it was the other way round. 

"Indeed I" Mrs. Belknap repeated. 

"Yes, exactly," said I. "Moreover, I'm sure I'm 
going to like it here." 

Then the two of us eyed each other awhile. 

"You're an impudent intruder and Caroline is a 
fool," she burst forth, all at once. "And I'm sure 
Mr. Corwin acted without giving the matter proper 
thought. He's left the direction of affairs here at 
Webb House in my hands until his return. He prob- 
ably imagined you wished to come to dinner once 
with Caroline, no more. Caroline can introduce 
no one, especially a person of whom she knows noth- 
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ing, into our midst. Mr. Corwin on second thought 
would agree with me. My niece ought to be locked 
up in her room for punishment for this silly busi- 
ness." 

Caroline Webb flushed under the woman's brutal 
words, slowly turned her shoulder to the room and 
looked out of a nearby window. 

"Then I should have to help her out of her 
predicament," I stated, pleasantly. 

"You're quite capable of attempting anything like 
that, to judge from what IVe seen of you." 

"That's the most pleasing compliment IVe re- 
ceived in years — it would be worth much to serve 
Miss Webb." From the latter came a quick, grateful 
look, then she was once more gazing out the win- 
dow. 

"Do you intend to act so insufferably as to remain 
where you're not welcome?" the aunt demanded, 
coldly. 

"Madame, your words are neither pleasant nor 
just. However, I fancy you'll find me safely seated 
at the dinner table this evening with the rest of you." 

"Mr. Ratchford — Mr. Malmesbury, do you 
mean to tolerate such insolence?" she demanded of 
the Englishmen. 

"Oh, Corwin knows he's staying on," the former 
answered, with indifference. Malmesbury favored 
me with a wink and a grin. 

Quite as I had stated, I sat at dinner that evening 
with the other members of the household. Mrs. 
Belknap ignored me, her daughter was furtively 
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observant, Caroline Webb was civil and somewhat 
silent. Ratchford did not attempt any particular 
impoliteness towards me. Apparently he would 
watch and wait and learn what my advent upon the 
scene portended. He would not disclose his hand 
before he had discovered mine. Too, he may have 
concluded, better an enemy under surveillance than 
one hidden from view. Well, that dinner could not 
be called a love-feast in any sense of the word, but 
it did not lack spirit. 

Said Malmesbury with laughing mockery: 

"I can't blame you, Mr. Cabbage-raiser, for hunt- 
ing out a civilized dwelling in which to dine. Know- 
ing the limitations of Cericia, I should have done the 
same, — and, my dear fellow, you could be a very 
bad lot and still be a better table companion than old 
Corwin. He's gone, you're come — I'd welcome the 
Devil himself for a diversion. Even Ratchford here 
becomes a terrible bore at times, you know." 

"And at times you're worse than a bore," Olive 
Belknap exclaimed, with a flash of her eyes at the 
offender, "you're a nuisance." 

"Hush, Olive, hush," her mother interposed, but 
with no great ardor, while giving Ratchford a sym- 
pathetic look. 

Malmesbury grinned at me over his plate. 

"You see how the wind blows there, Masson," 
he said. "Poor innocent child, she doesn't know 
Ratchy and his horrible past. I say, if she'd wanted 
an honest, uncorrupted man on whom to bestow her 
young affections, she ought to have chosen me — 



Digitized 



by Google 



94 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

speaking modestly, y'know, — and not yonder stone/' 

"You brutel" Olive cried. 

"Malmesbury, you're half drunk again/* Ratch-^ 
ford declared. "Stop that sort of talk." 

The other rolled his eyes upward. 

"Virtuous, virtuous Ratchyl" Then addressing 
me, "Very edifying, isn't it? This is about the bally 
run of our dinner talk, old chap. We quarrel, we 
fight, we kiss and make up, we growl and scowl and 
whimper and simper, ye gods I I except Miss Caro- 
line — she's the statue on a pedestal of us all. Too 
good to be dining with riff-raff like Ratchy and me, 
who've " 

Ratchford crashed his hand upon the table and 
sprang to his feet, his thin, dark face alight with 
passion. 

"Stop it, you fool I Let your tongue run loose 
any further and I'll put you where you'll cease to 
talkatalll" 

Malmesbury pretended a mock terror. And hav- 
ing no doubt achieved his end of arousing the greater 
number of the dinner company to distress and rage, 
he ceased his slashing jibes and proceeded to eat 
with great gusto, with only now and again a sharp 
innuendo. Caroline Webb alone of all he respected; 
towards her alone deferred with a gentlemanly man- 
ner that bespoke early breeding. 

As for Caroline Webb herself, sensitive, high- 
bred, gentle-minded, can one imagine for her any- 
thing more unpleasant, more sordid, than this com- 
pany and these scenes here in the house of her dead 
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father, her former home? Her aunt, wife of her 
father's brother and therefore no blood relation, 
and her cousin, Olive, were of a coarser strain, less 
quick to insult and Ignominy. It must have seared 
Caroline's very soul. What harassment of mind, 
what suffering of spirit, she had endured under this 
roof since the coming of these adventurers, she alone 
knew — and I could but guess it from her tense white 
face and from a courageous but trembling smile 
which late in the meal she directed towards me. 

Well, all things have an end In time this dinner 
too came to its conclusion. 
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CHAPTER VII 

ON A NEW FOOTING 

A CHANGE of weather occurred that evening. About 
sunset there rolled in from the sea a bank of gray 
fog; darkness immediately shut down, a fine mois- 
ture penetrated the house and the boom of the surf 
upon the beach was subdued to a muffled, less dom- 
inant tone. Servants placed lights in the living- 
room, where upon the close of dinner our party 
betook itself. As if the mist that blanketed land 
and sea oppressed the spirits of all, there was little 
of conversation and less of companionship. Malmes- 
bury wandered away somewhere, probably for his 
eternal glass of Scotch; Ratchford spent the time 
standing before the open door gazing out into the 
night; Mrs. Belknap took up some embroidery; 
Olive, whose attention naturally sought its keenest 
interest, regarded Ratchford in thoughtful silence; 
and Caroline buried herself in a book. 

All at once Ratchford swung about and crossed 
the room to summon a servant. 

"Have Mr. Malmesbury come here, then bring 
our hats," he ordered. 

After a deliberate period of time the other 
Englishman sauntered into the room. A cigar was 
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uptilted between his teeth, his hands were in his 
pockets, his air was bored. 

"What's the row, old chap?" he inquired. 

"No row- I want you, that is all." And Ratch- 
ford drew him apart, where the pair conferred to- 
gether in low tones, later took their ha^s from the* 
servant and with a careless apology went out of the 
house. 

I was tempted to follow, for without question 
they were bound on the mysterious business that 
occupied them here in Cericia, availing themselves 
of the cover afforded by the fog to forward their 
secret operations. But I took second thought. My 
withdrawal hard on their heels would bring me 
under suspicion: Miss Olive's eyes would note the 
drcumstance and what her eyes saw Miss Olive's 
tongue would later impart. She was too partial to 
Ratchford to trust, so instead of following my wish 
I approached Caroline Webb. 

"Will you allow me to interrupt your reading?" 
I asked. (Indeed she appeared more busy with her 
thoughts than with the volume she held.) Taking 
advantage of her rather indifferent consent, I con-» 
tinned, "I regret you didn't let me finish my explana- 
tion of my presence here, when we were talking be- 
fore dinner." 

"No explanation to me is necessary," she an- 
swered, "so long as Mr. Corwin is satisfied. I*m 
not mistress of Webb House." 

"Yet the house bears your name." 

"It used to be my home," was her simple answer. 
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"Well, just the same I consider myself your 
guest. Mark what I say, I'm not Mr. Corwin's 
guest, under no circumstance his. So please change 
your mind on that point.'* 

She turned her face to me. 

"It's very strange ; I don't understand your words. 
But there seems to be a conspiracy to keep me in 
ignorance of matters here generally. Are you at- 
tempting to amuse yourself at my expense, Mr. 
Masson? If such be the case, I'll say in the begin- 
ning that I'm incapable of preventing you, if you're 
determined." 

"In heaven's name, no. I've no such idea," I 
declared. 

"Very well. You said something about an ex- 
planation." 

"And you shall have it. Let me repeat, I'm really 
your guest, not Mr. Corwin's, and though he really 
asked me to stop here on his invitation I refused. I 
informed him, however, that I was acquainted with 
you ; indeed, had come this morning to call upon you, 
though perhaps the hour was not well chosen. You 
may think I was presuming on my slight service of 
yesterday, yet I wanted to see you again; it was well 
that I should see you. He suggested then that I 
come as your guest — Mr. Corwin imagines, I fancy, 
that I'm spying on his projects, or something like 
that — and to this I agreed. I should have consulted 
you first, but you were away and I wanted to get 
into Webb House. I never saw the man before to- 
day, never had spoken to him, never had anything 
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to do with him. As a matter of fact, you see, I'm 
nobody's guest but yours." 

"How strange he should ask you on my account 1" 
she said. 

"Not when you understand it. I am under sus- 
picion as a stranger in Cericia — ^he wants me here, 
where Mr. Ratchford can watch me until he himself 
returns. So you see I'm on your hands." 

She sat up straight and I observed that her face 
had more animation, more friendliness, than hereto- 
fore. 

"It all sounds rather ridiculous," she said, "for 
Mr. Corwin is master here, and a real master at 
that. I've no idea who you are, Mr. Masson, but 
what could I do except suppose you were one of 
hi$ associates, like Mr. Ratchford and Mr. Malmes- 
bury?" 

"Never, never, I am not." 

Resting a cheek on hand, she remained pensive. 

"My aunt and cousin are staying on his invita- 
tion," she said, at last, "and for that matter so am 
I — ^though so far as I'm concerned it's as if I'm here 
on sufferance. I don't understand why he allows 
us to remain at all. But my tongue is running away 
with me, I fear. I mustn't talk in this fashion." 

"Perhaps Mr. Corwin likes you for yourself," I 
said. 

"No, no. He has said he likes young people 
about, but something tells me there's some other mo- 
tive. Tell me honestly, are you or are you not a 
friend of his?" 
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Her eyes met mine in question so fully and so 
frankly that he would have been a scoundrel in- 
deed who could have given her a glib lie for. an- 
swer: her own honesty was so transparent that hon- 
esty alone would serve to make reply. 

"On my word of honor, I'm not,'T said earnestly. 
"Let us go somewhere else, where we'll be able to 
speak freely. Then I'll tell you exactly who I am 
and why I'm here. Your cousin Olive is eaten by 
curiosity to know what we'rp talking about." 

For some time I had been aware that the other 
girly Olive Belknap, who sat across the room, had 
had her eyes fastened upon me, was in fact gnawed 
by enviousness to overhear our words. Already I 
had seen how matters stood with Caroline so far 
as her cousin was concerned. Though Mrs. Bel- 
knap and her daughter had previously been guests 
of, in truth, dependent upon Miss Webb until Cor- 
win appeared, now when the two supposed another 
the owner of the roof, believed that they ate at 
another's table, and therefore thought they had no 
more need in, or could see no more benefit to be 
derived from, preserving Caroline Webb's good 
will, they were quick to make her repay wherever 
they supposed possible, for the secret chagrin and 
envy which they had felt at her former good for- 
tune and, as they imagined, at their own hard lot. 

The sweet, courageous girl beside me would be 
the last one in the world to humiliate any person, 
last of all her own less fortunate relations. One 
had but to read her face to see that. There are not 
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infrequently jealous persons who are embittered by 
a relation's success : the Belknaps were such. They 
took it for granted that Caroline Webb was penni- 
less, valueless, hence had no further need to veil 
their real feelings toward her. 

Olive was vindictive, likewise she was curious. 
Since there had come about a changed state of af- 
fairs in Webb House, she sought as a matter of 
course for occasions to supersede her more beau- 
tiful cousin. And as I think of it, were not Caro- 
line's looks more than anything else at the bottom 
of her jealousy? In particular now she resented 
the notion of her cousin making pretensions of still 
entertaining guests here. Besides, who was the 
guest? That is, who was I? And what were we 
talking so seriously about? I could see a dozen 
question-points standing in her eyes. 

"Let us go where we can talk unheard," I re- 
peated. "As I say, you shall know exactly who 
I am, what I'm doing here and why I'm your 
friend." 

She arose. 

"Let us go into father's — I mean, Mr. Corwin's 
library," she said, placing her book in the chair. 
"We'll be undisturbed there." 

On the instant her cousin was alert. "Caroline, 
v/hcTQ are you going?" she demanded sharply. 

The surf on the beach might better have ex- 
pected an answer. Miss Webb's head went up a 
trifle higher, that was all. There was a telltale 
color in her cheeks, to be sure, and I saw her grip 
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her hands, but so far as Olive was concerned she 
received no satisfaction, 

"This is the way, through this door,*' she said 
quietly. 

The room into which she led me adjoined the 
living-room; a combination of library and office. 
In the middle of the floor stood a long writing- 
table; a number of book-cases lined the walls, in 
a corner were filing-cases for correspondence and 
nearby reposed a roller-top desk; while a safe, 
several chairs, both straight and padded ones, made 
up the rest of the furniture. Windows on one side 
opened out upon the veranda — it was from this 
room, I suspected, I had heard the conversation that 
very morning between Corwin and the two English* 
men. 

"This library was father's; it's now mine," Caro- 
line Webb informed me, with a gesture that swept 
the bookcases. "I'll take the books with me when 
I go. Be seated, Mr. Masson, and I'll be pleased 
to hear what you have to say. Let me first ex- 
plain my own position here in this house. I'd have 
you rest under no false idea as to me. It's some- 
what queer. My insistence in knowing whether or 
not you're a friend of Mr. Corwin's is accounted 
for by my story. When Mr. Corwin took posses- 
sion of the house I told him I could not immedi- 
ately leave it. So he told me to remain until I 
was ready to go. He included my aunt and my 
cousin in the invitation and they were delighted to 
accept, especially as there was a prospect of the 
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company of gendemen. He since has asked us all 
to continue here as guests. This may seem strange 
to you and an unasked confidence, but there's no 
reason why I shouldn't tell it to you, as you'd learn 
it in time. The others of the household would 
probably take pains later on to give you the infor- 
mation.'* 

"If it's unpleasant under what was once your own 
roof, I'd have thought you would have gone away," 
I said. 

She gave me an odd look, bit her lip and con- 
tented herself by saying that circumstances did not 
at present permit her to leave; — an answer that 
made me flush a hundred colors, for her words 
meant no less than that she was without money. 

"When I can move my personal effects' away, I 
shall go," she went on. "I want you to have no 
misunderstanding as to my position in this house." 

"I honor you for it," I replied. 

Adequate speech was out of question when I con- 
sidered that against her will she had been com- 
pelled to suffer the company of the two English- 
men, so disagreeable to her, and supercilious 
treatment by her own relations. With what fine 
spirit, with what nobility, she had accepted misfor- 
tune! Nor had she yielded an inch in her esteenl 
and pride. As I looked at her warm blue eyes, her 
clear white brow, her firm, smooth cheeks and finely 
shaped mouth, now so grave, I forgot that I had 
come to Cericia on a careless adventure and de- 
sired only to be of service to her. 
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"They shall treat you civilly from this time on, 
all of them^ — or they'll have me to deal with!" I 
said. "Corwin, Ratchford, Malmesbury, your aunt, 
your cousin, I don't care who the person is I" 

All at once she softly clapped her hands. Her 
eyes sparkled, she drew nearer. 

**Now I believe you, now I know you're not a 
friend of these other men here," she exclaimed. 
"For you're angry, you're in earnest." 

"Well, I'm in earnest and mean what I say, at 
any rate — and I hope you know at last I want to 
be your friend." 

That brought her to a pause. 

"The whole thing is cloudy to me. You never 
saw me until yesterday; you never knew me. Why 
tfien should you want to be my friend? Why, in- 
deed, should you want to come into Webb House 
as my guest? Or, come at all? I don't like mys- 
teries, things I don't understand." 

I got on my feet and began to walk about, an 
unmannerly habit, I admit. But the thought of her 
helplessness in this household, of the ill-treatment 
to which she had been subjected, and most of all 
the fact she was now trustful of me, created a stress 
of feeling in jny breast that must have some outlet. 

"Caroline Webb, I'll talk straight out to you as 
. I would to a man," said I, halting by the table and 
* looking down at her. "You and I are partners in 
the Cericia estate. We own it — ^not Corwin." 

Her eyes grew round. 

"What I" she finally managed to gasp. 
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"True, every word. We own Cericla, we own 
everything here. I made a gesture that included 
most of the North American continent. "Corwin 
owns nothing; he's a fraud, a swindler, a criminal." 

"What — what's that you're saying 1" she repeated. 

"The truth." I lowered my voice, which under 
the excitement of the moment had risen to a higher 
pitch, and glanced towards the door, then asked: 
"Do you think your cousin may be eavesdropping? 
She was decidedly interested in what we were 
about." ^ :^ 

"Of coiirs^e not. She couldn't stoop so far. Go 
on with what you were sajang — ^my heart's in a 
tumult." 

A fine color had come into her face. She eagerly 
leaned forward with elbows on the table, lips parted, 
look riveted on mine. 

"Very well. Not to keep you in suspense, you 
wrote to Mr. James Mclntyre, of Philadelphia, your 
father's former friend and partner. Your letter' 
was about the Cericia estate. I'm his nephew and 
he has deeded his share of the property to me. So 
you see we're partners now, as I said. I'm here 
to help you, to oust these scoundrels who've taken 
possession of your inheritance. The property was 
never sold to Corwin; it was never legally mort- 
gaged. You're still mistress of Webb House, de- 
spite everything." 

Caroline Webb half-rose from her seat. She put 
out a trembling hand. 

"Then you are really a friend. I'm not utterly 
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alone in the world," she cried sofdy. **0h, I can 
hardly believe it!" 

Just what happened after that I do not clearly 
recollect. I recall that presently she was dabbing 
her eyes with a handkerchief and that I sat on the 
table's edge, pressing one of her hands and speak- 
ing comforting words. 

And just then Olive Belknap sailed into the 
room! 

"Caroline Webb!" she exclaimed in horrified 
tones, after a look. "Caroline Webb, what are you 
doing! I declare, you're standing here with this 
stranger holding your hand" — the said hand was 
swiftly withdrawn — "I would think you'd be 
ashamed of yourself 1 I always said your high and 
mighty manner was nothing but pretense, that you 
could be sly when no one was around." 

The other put away her handkerchief and came 
about to face the speaker like an insulted princess. 

"Now, and ngver, have you had a right to ques- 
tion my actions," she said, in a voice trembling with 
anger. "Leave the room, leave the room, Olive, 
at once !" 

Her cousin, whose face wore a snappish and 
exultant look, was about to retort; but under the 
fire of Caroline Webb's eyes she hesitated, quailed, 
finally turned about with a flirt of her dress and 
whipped away. 

"There, now we've done it," my companion >t >r* /^ 
but with no particular regret in her tones. 
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**Broken the household eggs, so to say," I sug- 
gested. 

"Aunt Belknap and Olive will be thinking and 
saying scandalous things of me now — and I didn't 
know you were holding my hand, Mr. Masson.'' 

"I knew it, I clung to it," I said. 

A smile quivered on her face, then she turned to 
me with a laugh. 

"It was ridiculous, wasn't it? But I just, had 
to cry a little — I've been under such a strain, what 
with father's death and what with seeming to have 
lost everything. I didn't even have enough money 
to go away and I didn't know anything about what 
I might have and what I might not. Mr. Corwin 
stepped in and took charge of everything; I never 
even got a look in father's desk. At times I was 
almost ready to throw myself in the water and end 
it all with father." 

"We shall make it very unpleasant for Mr. Cor- 
win before we've finished," I said. "But I'm afraid 
we've a fight on our hands just at present." 

She nodded. 

"He's a courteous but a hard man," she remarked 
thoughtfully. "Now begin again; tell me every- 
thing about it all from the very first minute of your 
uncle receiving my letter." 

"To begin with, here's the letter you wrote to 
him — I want you to know I'm the person I claim 
to be. Then here is a letter from my uncle to you. 
These are my only credentials." 

"And credentials enough," was her swift re- 
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joinder, as she caught the letters from my hand. 
"Yes, this is what I wrote. Fll take Mr. Mcln- 
tyre's letter to my room and read it there, if I 
may. Yes, I see that you're my partner, Mr. Mas- 
son I Let us shake hands on it. I just want to feel 
the grip of your hand and know that you're a real 
person, know you're flesh and blood. Oh, what 
a relief it is to have you here, to realize you're 
interested in the property, that everything will now 
be made clear to me and all my doubts driven away 
at last, — yes, even if in the end I should really own 
nothing. That would be better than uncertainty and 
mystery." 

"But you do own something," I smiled reassur- 
ingly. "We're partners, for we own Cericia and 
all the land about it. Nothing has been sold, noth- 
ing mortgaged." 

Her look softened and she lifted her head and 
looked up at me with a countenance so clear and 
bright that it was like light dispelling fog off the 
sea. I knew she was thinking of her father, who 
so unhappily had been drowned; I knew that she 
understood now what had baffled her in trying to 
think it possible that he had left her unprovided 
for, left her nothing of Cericia. At length she 
brought her eyes back to mine, with so happy, with 
so tender a gaze it seemed that my pulses quidc- 
ened and my whole being stirred with an unaccount- 
able delight. By all truth, no eyes ever looked so 
lovely as did hers that moment, nor any face so 
beautiful I 
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Then she said: 

"I want to be alone, I want to think of my hap* 
piness and dream of it by myself. Goodnight, my 
friend — my partner." 
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE CABIN IN THE WOOD 

From this time events in Cericia developed rapidly 
aad assumed a character serious enough, tragic 
enough, to satisfy the most voracious taste. That 
I had been allowed to join the household in order 
to be watched was a fact quickly apparent; while 
I in my turn set about reaching the heart of the plot 
these men were en^neering. 

Malmesbury slept late next morning, as did the 
ladies, but Ratchford was up as soon as I and sat 
across the table from me at breakfast, making no 
effort to disguise his bad humor. 

"An unwelcome guest is always early at meals, 
I've observed frequently," he said, unfolding his 
napkin and leveling his brows at me. 

"Meaning which of us?" I inquired. 

"Since I'm taking Corwin's place during his ab- 
sence, there can be but one inference. You fill the 
unenviable position." 

"Ah, that's interesting," I replied. 

"You'll find it so before you're done with Cericia. 
Let me speak a word in your ear at the very begin- 
ning — ^keep your distance from the ladies here, es- 
pecially from Miss Caroline and Miss Olive. You'll 

no 
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be tolerated here only on condition that you attempt 
no social peacocking." With which he began to 
butter a piece of toast with a fine, independent, 
slashing air. 

"Then Fm present on sufferance merely." 

"That's it. Bally small sufferance too." 

The man's impudence was amazing and ridicu- 
lous. 

"Have no fear in regard to Miss Olive," said L 
"I'm so low in her graces that it will be useless to 
endeavor to rise in them, especially when she ad« 
mires you so much. I wonder if she's aware that 
she divides the honor with Sally Brown." 

"In any case, it's no concern of yours," was his 
careless answer. 

"Quite right, Ratchford. It doesn't concern me, 
it doesn't even interest me." 

He gave his mustache a twist and considered, me. 

"Ho, ho, so you're a bit sensible," he remarked. 
* 'Proceed in that fashion, man, and you'll save your- 
self much trouble." Then as by an after-thought 
he added, "Remember too the embargo includes 
Miss Webb." 

"I fear I must disappoint you there, Mr. Ratch- 
ford. If Miss Webb grants me the favor of her 
companionship, be sure I'll avail myself of the 
privilege." 

"You will not," said he. 

His tone was harsh ; there was a sudden tenseness 
of his figure which had not been evident when he 
spoke of Olive Belknap and of Sally Brown. 
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"I don't care to discuss Miss Webb with you," I 
replied. **Indeed FU not do so. Therefore leave 
her name out of any conversation between us here- 
after." 

"And if I choose not?'' 

"Then I'll be compelled to choke you into silence 
— and I'm able to do it, let me assure you. Now 
be so good as to pass me the marmalade, if you 
haven't a monopoly on it. Come, Ratchford, keep 
your table manners even If you can't keep your 
temper." 

Well, I obtained the marmalade, but no love came 
with it. 

Ratchford still sat glowering over his bacon and 
eggs when I finished breakfast; by the look of him 
he would have enjoyed running me through with 
his fork. As for myself I possessed considerable 
equanimity of spirit at having set a certain matter 
straight in his mind. 

From the dining-room I went almost immediately 
into the library, where I made an examination of 
the safe, the roller-top desk and the filing-case. The 
first was locked, the second closed and only the last 
was open to my disposal; and having put a hand 
into a drawer or two of this, I decided to await 
a more suitable time and the presence of my part- 
ner. After all, she should be by when I investigated 
her father's papers. 

By ten o'clock every one was up and had had 
breakfast. Caroline Webb joined me for a stroll 
on the lawn before the house, where the sun now 
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shone bnghtly and where we could talk without 
fear of being overheard. The others sat on the 
veranda, pretending to ignore us, though from time 
to time their glances fell our way. It was not long 
imtil Malmesbury detached himself from the group 
to saunter about, then at last with every appearance 
of aimlessness strolled round the house and away. 
There was nothing unusual in this. But a moment 
later when Caroline and I at a turn of our prome- 
nade came in sight of the rear, I perceived that the 
Englishman's pace had quickened to a swift stride, 
his shoulders betokened business and he hastened 
too with something like furtiveness past the sheds 
that stood behind the house and was about to bury 
himself in the wood. If ever a man seemed de- 
sirous of escaping observation it was he. 

"Come, walk this way round the comer until 
we're out of sight of your aunt and the others," I 
said to my companion. "I want to see what he's 
up to." 

She did as I asked. When we were quite out 
of view of the veranda I halted her by a touch 
on the arm. 

"Wait here," said I. "Let me learn where he's 
jgoing." 

"I want to come too," was her quick answer. 

"No, you must stay here. One he may not no- 
tice; two of us he'd be sure to see." 

Thereupon I discovered that while my partner 
:^as most charming she had in her nature a fiber 
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of pronounced perversity. She clutched my elbow, 
she firmly shut her lips. 

"Fm going too," she declared. "I wish to know 
what's he's about just as much as you do." 

"Now don't argue, there's no time," I said hur- 
riedly, "or he'll be out of sight and lost. You 
must stay behind — and if there's anything doing I'll 
tell you all about it when I return. A girl can't 
do this thing of trailing a man properly anyway." 
With which statement, more plain than polite, I 
dashed towards the woods. 

Malmesbury, as I knew later, had no suspicion 
that he was being followed. His figure was barely 
visible. Indistinct among the trees when I plunged 
into the timber, dropped to a walk that about 
equaled his own in pace and kept sufficient cover 
between us to enable me speedily to conceal myself 
in case he should cast a look behind. Once I looked 
over my shoulder, just at the start, at the spot where 
I had entered the wood; there in the fringe of trees 
I beheld Caroline Webb gazing after me. I waved 
an imperious arm back at her. She beat her hands 
up and down in vexation ; in truth, I imagined I saw 
her stamp her foot. On the majority of occasions 
Caroline Webb would have been my most welcome 
companion, but there are times — ^that is, in certain 
men's business — ^when a ^rl is out of her element. 
This was one of them. 

The wood was chiefly of pine with clumps of im- 
dergrowth, which allowed a fair view for some dis- 
tance. I moved after my quarry with all the cau- 
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don at my command, lest a foot on a stick should 
betray I was after him. When he was well in the 
timber he bent eastward so as to pass in the rear 
of the village and yet not be more than two hun- 
dred yards or so from the fringe of trees, moving 
parallel with the beach. Presently we came to the 
road I recognized as being that to Hampden, up 
which he walked some distance. 

First halting to light a cigarette, he entered the 
timber again, on the east side of the road and just 
by a leaning pine. I had skirted the roadway while 
he proceeded along its open course and now in turn 
I slipped across and in among the trees on the oppo- 
site side. Malmesbury was still a hundred paces 
or so before me, a distance sufficient to allow fre- 
quent glimpses of his figure. We had come on a 
faint path which led in a northeasterly direction; 
each minute we moved deeper into the wood. 

Fully a mile must have passed after leaving the 
road before I noticed a change in the character 
of the timber. The undergrowth began to thicken 
and live-oaks appeared among the pines; all indi- 
cations pointed to the near presence of water. I 
heard birds among the boughs. Once there came 
to my ear the faint noise of splashing, as if some ani- 
mal plunged into a pool. There was a dank smell 
in the air. And still the path advanced, moldy im- 
der foot and now more tortuous. 

In the thicker growth Malmesbury entirely disap- 
peared from sight, which necessitated a yet more 
circumspect advance on my part. I went ahead 
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slowly, for I knew not what instant he might stop^ 
and I should unexpectedly come on him. What led 
him to this out of the way place I had grown more 
and more curious to learn. The singular circum- 
stance of his withdrawal from Webb House, the 
secret nature of his business, the hidden character 
of the spot, — all fired me with a thirst of adventure. 

Creeping forward from bush to bush, taking ad- 
vantage of every shadow of cover, I suddenly 
stopped. There just ahead was the eave of a cabin. 
I waited and drew breath, then once more edged 
forward. Now I had a better view. An old log 
house, apparently long abandoned, which stood in 
a little clearing where the path led and fronting 
a sluggish creek, was the end of my search. 
Heaven knows the place was dismal enough I The 
scant sunshine filtering through the boughs that 
arched over the cleared ground seemed sickly and 
unreal. Moss and vines covered the tree-trunks of 
the adjacent cover. In my nostrils the mingled smell 
of water, rank vegetation and mold pressed heavily. 
The whole atmosphere was that of solitude, of 
dampness, miasma, decay, death. 

I peered at the end of the cabin some ten paces 
distant. The rotting abode was without sign of 
life. Malmesbury was nowhere to be seen. The 
only sound was the guttural squawking of a water- 
fowl somewhere off on the creek. And for five min- 
utes I remained unmoving, with my eye over a bush, 
scrutinizing the creek, the surrounding undergrowth« 
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the cabin, the earth. But only an oppressive silence 
lay over the spot. 

All at once Malmesbury stepped forth from the 
hut. The door of the rude structure fronted to- 
wards the creek, in the side that was barely visible 
in my line of vision. Instantly I sank under my 
screen, still as a scared ant, through which how- 
ever I could dimly see the man. He sauntered for- 
ward a pace or two, yawned, had a look at his 
time-piece, cast a glance about, then strolled toward 
the creek, where on the bank he made a seat of a 
stump, produced a flask and wet his whistle, theh 
finally restored the liquor to its pocket and gave 
himself up to reflection. 

That Malmesbury was one to seek a retired and 
cfolorous spot in which to indulge his propensity for 
potations and to meditate was a notion out of char- 
acter. It did not fit the fellow ; it was, so to speak, 
not Malmesburian. So I waited to see what next 
would occur. 

Ten minutes passed. He had another drink and 
another look at his watch and hummed a well-known 
lively Scotch air. At the end of that period there 
came from southward down the creek a soft puls- 
ing sound which resolved itself into the swish of 
oars. Malmesbury arose. Presently a boat shot 
into sight and turned in to the bank where the Eng- 
lishman stood ; I did not at first distinguish the new- 
comer, his back alone being visible as he rowed, 
but when he sprang out upon the earth I saw the 
man was the Mexican, Moreles. 



Digitized 



by Google 



ii8 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

Immediately and before uttering a word he lifted 
a warning hand. The pair of men remained lis- 
tening. Carefully I opened the twigs of my bush 
so that I should miss nothing of the scene, my curi- 
osity being sharpened to a fine point by the fixed 
expectant attitude of the Mexican, his hand yet held 
aloft, his swarthy bearded face displayed in dear 
profile. Malmesbury too was listening, .his head 
twisted a little way on one side. 

All at once Moreles pointed in the direction he 
had come, while speaking a few low words. 
Malmesbury appeared to ask a question. There 
was a further exchange of speech, brief and hur- 
ried, then the two men made fast the skiff and 
stole into the cover, some twenty feet away from 
the boat, where the clearing ceased. 

Once more silence reigned over the spot. With 
renewed consciousness of my environment I was 
aware of the smell of slime, of the oppressiveness 
of the unstirring trees, of the dead hush of the 
old cabin. But now too there was a sense also 
of lurking mischief, if not danger, which these 
surroundings only the more intensified. It was as 
if a poisonous serpent lay coiled under a leaf by 
my hand. While I was in this acute state of mind 
wondering what was about to happen, wondering 
indeed if what should happen might not be the two 
men's creeping round and coming accidentally on 
me, there sounded a second time the soft beat of 
oars on water. The creek was fainter, less audible, 
than had been the case with Moreles, the rower 
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apparently being piore skilfuL As a matter of fact 
I had but just detected the sound when the boat 
came in view, was instantly checked and rested for 
a time while its occupant examined the clearing. 
Then under the propulsion of a noiseless stroke the 
skiff glided to bank. 

The rower carefully observed once more the open 
space, the cabin and the surrounding cover of trees 
and brush. Apparently satisfied that all was well, 
he thrust an oar Into the mud in order to pole his 
boat upstream where it would be hidden. When he 
came to the spot where bushes fell in a thick mass 
over the water, he pushed in among them. Both 
boat and Lafe Dodds, the rower — for Lafe it was— 
passed from sight. Almost in the same breath 
Malmesbury and Moreles appeared out of their 
cover on the south side of the clearing, passed like 
a pair of shadows across the open space, again 
to vanish among the vines, — a pair of wolves. 

Some minutes passed. Next a bush stirred and 
Dodds' face came in sight. He peered at the hut. 
After a little he stepped wholly out of his screen, 
though preserving his caution and keeping close to 
the brush while he advanced on the house. His 
eyes roved constantly about; he made frequent 
pauses to listen. Reckless the fellow undoubtedly 
was — reckless or courageous — ^to follow the Mex- 
ican hither, knowing that any minute he might be 
(Kscovered in the role of a spy, though he probably 
did not imagine the* consequences of such discov- 
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cry to be serious. The fact that I was exactly an- 
other Laf e Dodds did not occur to me until later. 

He advanced yet another step — and another. 
Followed a stir in the adjoining cover, a tearing and 
bursting of vines, and two figures hurled themselves 
upon Dodds, from whose lips issued a startled yell. 
The clearing was no longer hushed and still, but 
an arena where three locked forms writhed and 
tossed and dragged in a furious struggle. Curses 
came fierce and choked from the three men's throats, 
bodies thumped and flopped on the earth. But at 
last superior weight told. Dodds lay panting, 
crushed, vanquished, under his captors. 

The Mexican, putting a hand to his hip, drew a 
revolver. His knee was on Dodds' chest, his left 
hand gripped Dodds' wrist. He looked inquiringly 
at Malmesbury. 

"Shall it be now?" he asked. 

For a single angry breath the Englishman ap- 
peared about to assent, then he shook his head. 

"Not yet," he said, breathing heavily. "Wait 
till we learn how much he knows. If he's learned 
anything and told it, we want to know the fact. 
After he talks, you can put out his light." 

Then Malmesbury got to his feet. One end of 
his collar was torn loose; his cheek bore a scrape 
of mud. Murder, if I have ever seen It in a look, 
was in his eyes. 

"Let him up, but keep the gun on his heart," he 
said. 

Dodds slowly lifted himself off the ground. He 
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was In even worse case than the Englishman, a 
crimson scratch scoring his temple and the shirt 
being ripped off his shoulder. For the first time 
realization that he dealt with desperate men appar- 
ently reached his mind; his face was pale, he licked 
his lips while darting glances from one to the other 
of his captors. With the men's hands gripping him, 
with Moreles' revolver pointed at his breast, he 
gazed at the very visage of death. 

"What do you know, how much do you know?" 
Malmesbury demanded fiercely. 

"Nothing," the young fellow snarled back. 

"Talkl" The other lifted a threatening fist over 
him. 

Whether despair or whether wild fear led Dodds 
to act, I know not, — ^the chances were all against 
him. But act he did, striking down the revolver 
with the hand Malmesbury had let go, striking with 
the furious quickness of a cornered wildcat. The 
weapon on the ground, he tore himself free of the 
Mexican by a mad jerk, staggered for a second, 
then, gaining his balance, raced towards the very 
spot of cover where I knelt concealed and horrified 
by the scene. 

Malmesbury was instantly after him. The boy 
had, however, a start of a good ten feet, with terror 
speeding his limbs. As he rushed straight on me, 
my heart sank, for I realized that my own discov- 
ery could not be aught but certain. Nevertheless 
I crouched still lower, instinctively pushed myself 
deeper into my bush and held my breath. 
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Sweeping the stems of my shelter, Dodds sped 
by; then followed his pursuer. Every second I ex* 
pected to hear the report of Moreles' pistol, but 
he was either too slow in regaining it or he feared 
to wound Malmesbury, for the shot did not come. 
Instead the Mexican himself ran forward, shouting 
to his companion. I dared not look over my shoul- 
der to see the outcome of the chase ; indeed, I could 
not, my head being deep in the bush. A slightest 
movement of my screen would betray me. Once 
again the Mexican uttered a fierce shout at Malmes- 
bury, then halted. To my consternation he stopped 
directly by my side, leaving the other to continue 
the chase while he endeavored to follow the runners 
with his eye. 

Now I altogether ceased to breathe. If I could 
have stopped the thumping of my heart I would 
have gladly done so, even on condition of being 
rid of it forever. But neither its thunder nor the 
perspiration which burst out upon my face and which 
began to trickle down my cheeks could I control. 
At that minute too a gnat felt it incumbent upon 
himself to conduct an investigation in my ear — and 
I dared not move an eye-lash. 

Well, the inevitable happened. I moved not only 
an eye-lash, I moved my whole body. Human flesh 
can endure but so much — I had reached under the 
insect's torture the end of my endurance. At first 
I thought the man had detected nothing. Hope be- 
gan to flutter once more in my breast, the hope be- 
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came almost assurance. Then a hand clutched my 
shoulder. 

**Get up!" a rough voice commanded — Moreles' 
voice. 

I backed from my cover and stood erect. The 
position which three minutes earlier Lafe Dodds 
had filled was now mine: the lower end of my 
breast-bone was exactly and disconcertingly in front 
of the muzzle of the Mexican's revolver. 

It began to look very much as if Uncle James 
Mclntyre would, after all, have to come down to 
Cericia and bury me on the beach. 
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REALIZING ON A PARTNERSHIP 

MoRELES was In no mood to tolerate trifling on my 
part; in truth, he appeared disposed to shoot me on 
the spot and be done with it, as I saw by the black 
look on his face, and so the matter hung for a 
moment. His natural taste leaned toward killing 
me; it was only the fact that he was a subordi- 
nate in this Cerician business, I decided, and pos- 
sibly curiosity to know who I was and what I was 
doing here, that caused him to hesitate, 

"Don't pull the trigger, or Mr. Corwin will do 
the same by you," I said, at a venture. "I'm at 
Webb House, where I'm waiting until he returns^ 
He can strike hard, Moreles, and he'll not be pleased 
if he finds you've been meddling with me." 

He continued silent while his glistening eyeballs 
moved to and fro in their sockets as he sought to 
gaim the truth. At last he motioned me into the 
clearing. 

"You run, I shoot," he warned. 

Only too happy to avail myself of this reprieve 
I preceded him to the boat, where he found a ball 
of fish-cord with which he securely bound my wrists. 
He would take no chances. Next he led me to the 
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old hut, made me sit down by a comer and there 
added the final bit to my helplessness by knotting 
several yards of the cord about my ankles. 

"When Malmesbury" — ^he pronounced the name 
with difficulty— -"when he come back, we see. I 
guess you get shot up then." 

On the time that remained until Malmesbury 
returned unquestionably depended my lease of life. 
The Englishman would but laugh at the argument 
I had used with Moreles. Moreover I had revised 
my first notion of him that he was but a vulgar 
comedian, a poor villain, a cheap subordinate. The 
eagerness he showed to do away with Dodds ended 
that idea : he was a cold-blooded wretch, who would 
stop at nothing, if ever one walked this earth. He 
knew just how much of a guest of Corwin's I was. 
Now when I was caught spying on his secret busi- 
ness, a-top of Dodds' intrusion, he would give me 
short shrift. 

My spirits were exceedingly low. These men, I 
had of course known, were bold, unscrupulous, reck* 
less adventurers, — ^yes, Corwin, Ratchford, Malmes- 
bury, all of them, and I had known a desperate 
plot of some sort was under way here in Cericia. 
Yet with that peculiarly comforting feeling that all 
ordinary persons have when peril Is nigh that it 
does not really endanger them, I had never in fact 
considered my life was in risk, or that these men 
could or would go to the length of murder to achieve 
their ends. Somehow such a thing in everyday life 
seems theatrical, fantastic, impossible. The mind 
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repudiates the idea of sane beings buying success 
at the price of murder. But now, at this moment, 
I fully comprehended there were men who, to gain 
their ends, would promptly take one or any num- 
ber of lives. And my heart grew cold in my 
breast. 

After a final look at my bonds the Mexican 
walked to the edge of the clearing where Dodds 
and Malmesbury had raced out of sight. He stood 
staring and listening into the wood. There came 
no sound- The sunshine still fell in patches here 
and there upon the clearing before the cabin, the 
boughs of the trees hung heavy and motionless, the 
same dank lifeless smell of decayed vegetation and 
stagnant water pervaded the place. 

I rummaged my wits to hit on some idea by 
which to persuade or to bribe or to wheedle my 
guard to set me free. But I had none. In his 
present state of cold hostility I saw that neither 
arguments, nor money, nor sympathy, would avail 
me a jot. If I opened my lips to speak a word 
he would answer me by a sneer or a blow, for even 
in his posture I could read his savage heart. 

Presently he returned. He took up a station a 
pace or so before where I half-reclined against 
the cabin, and while regarding me with an irritating 
insolence of manner proceeded to roll a cigarette. 

"Will you oblige me with a match, senor, yes?'* 
he asked, putting out a hand. Then he indulged 
in a mocking laugh, showing all his teeth. 
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"I have matches," I said, "but I expect to use 
them myself." 

At that he laughed even louder. 

"Five minutes, maybe ten, then Sefior Malmes- 
bury will return," he stated caressingly. "Then we 
learn why you come here, why you hide with your 
neck in a bush. Afterwards I will put a string 
around your head so," — he inscribed a circle in the 
air with forefinger — "and you will talk, you will 
be very glad to talk when I twist a little stick in 
the string. Maybe you think not to talk, but not 
long, my friend. I know the way. Ha, you think 
it not funny?" 

I did not think it would be funny in the least. The 
thought that the ruffian could even propose such 
torture and speak of it as being funny set my blood 
boiling. 

"You'd better make a clean job of it," I exclaimed 
fiercely, "for if I get out of this, there's going to 
be a dead Mexican for the buzzards to pick." 

His smile grew wider. Apparently my rage filled 
him with a savage merriment. He removed his 
cigarette from his lips and waved it in the air with 
a gesture savoring of exaggerated condolence. 

"I, Moreles, am very, very sad," he replied. "It 
would please me much to help you. But it be not 
so, it be you the buzzards pick. Maybe I walk here 
and see them pick you. How you like that?" 

To such a question I did not dain to reply. The 
suggestion was in the first place unpleasant and 
likewise its fulfilment seemed too promising. I 
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moistened my lips and looked down at my wrists, 
that were already beginning to ache under the cords. 
If I were to escape there was need of devising 
some scheme, some means. 

**Ah, you not like it much," he continued, with 
a sibilant intonation. 

Again I remained silent. Time was flying, too 
many minutes had been wasted without my utilizing 
them in forming some plan of release. And yet was 
a plan possible? The cords that held my wrists 
were so closely and cunningly drawn that they cut 
my flesh and checked the blood. Every instant the 
throbbing in my arms grew more painful. My 
feet too were helpless. With my back against the 
logs and my knees drawn up to my chin it seemed 
as if all ability to execute any plan was lacking. De- 
spair suddenly overwhelmed me* I was completely 
pinioned, helpless ; the Mexican Angers had been 
too shrewd. It seemed that all I could do was 
to surrender to the inevitable. 

Perhaps something of my feelings was depicted 
on my face — ^my situation was in truth enough to 
make any one pale ; at any rate, Moreles chuckled. 

"You begin look very scared. Bah, you have 
heart of a chicken. Maybe you want say prayers, 
AH right, all right. Seiior Malmesbury be walk- 
ing here soon, then no time for prayers." 

Once more he gazed at the place where he ex- 
pected the Englishman to return. Finally he moved 
down to the boat, where he busied himself at some- 
thing or other. Now if ever was the time when 
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I should free myself; and it is needless to say that 
I exerted every fiber of strength to burst my cords. 
No use. When my wrists were on fire, when my 
heart seemed choked in its chamber, I at last gave 
up. I could not break my bonds. One last des- 
perate chance remained, that noiselessly to roll my- 
self from the spot if possible into the underbrush 
so deeply I should escape the man's search. And 
afterwards when night came there might be a slim 
chance of my freeing my feet and of getting back 
to Cericia. 

Swiftly I glanced about. Nothing stirred in the 
clearing. The Mexican still occupied himself at the 
boat. No sound indicated that Malmesbury was 
returning. If I could but raise myself upright I 
might reach cover by several hops if I did not lose 
my balance or make too much noise. This idea 
flashed into my mind, only to be dismissed; for if 
I hopped I would certainly be heard and overhauled 
and if I attempted to roll away I would get nowhere. 
The final plan that came into my mind, indeed my 
only sensible one, was to crawl on hands and knees 
somehow as silently and as expeditiously as I could 
round the hut and trust to heaven's help to forward 
me into concealment. Just then the Mexican 
stepped out of the boat upon the bank. 

My heart went down. I bitterly upbraided my- 
self for not the sooner knowing the right, the only 
way. It appeared I was too late. The man ad- 
vanced a pace or two, then halted in order to turn 
his head toward the place where Lafe Dodds had 
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concealed his boat. I prayed a fervent prayer 
that he might be directed thither, but when he fixed 
his look on me, as if to see how his prisoner fared, 
I felt that prayers were never answered. However 
I closed my eyes, I hung my jaw, I let my body slump 
down with every appearance of dejection. Finally 
through my eyelashes I perceived him starting to- 
ward the bushes that overhung the creek. There 
the boat lay, there my prayer seemed to have found 
its answer. 

At that instant there came a whisper: 

"Mr. Masson, Mr. Massonl" 

It came from the corner of the cabin close by. 
I jerked my head about. Part of a face — a smooth, 
soft cheek, one blue eye, a comer of a mouth, a 
glimpse of golden hair — showed at that selfsame 
comer, not a yard from me. Then the whole head 
and face came into view — Caroline Webb's! 

"Go away, mn! For heaven's sake, go back!" I 
answered fiercely. "That man's a monster. Get 
out of the wood, go home!" 

She did not move. A look of determination, al- 
most of defiance, rested on her face. 

"I won't go, I won't go at all," she said. 

"You will, you must — ^you can't stay here." 

"He said he was going to kill you, I heard him!*' 
she replied. "I won't let you be killed — and I won't 
go home unless you do too!" 

"You're madl" said I. "And anyway how can 
I go home ? Don't you think I'd go home if I could? 
Now go at once; he'll be turning." 
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"I'll not, never. Just wait." 

Her head vanished in just the nick of time, for 
the Mexican had turned for a last deliberate ex- 
amination of me before he parted the bushes that 
overhung Dodds' boat. I was quick enough to let my 
chin fall on my breast. To all appearances, I think, 
I was the most heartsick prisoner in the world — 
though God knows I was anything but that. Well, 
so far as he could see, the aspect of his prisoner, 
of the cabin and the clearing was what it had been. 
At any rate he pushed the bushes apart and thrust 
his head and shoulders down into them in order 
to view Dodds' boat. 

I glanced over my shoulder at the corner of 
the cabin. First what appeared to be a bush came 
into view. It stopped. Shielded by it — ah, cun- 
ning little brain! — ^stealthily appeared Caroline 
Webb's head. She was taking for her own the 
primitive savage's craft. If Moreles should chance 
to lift his look back at the cabin it might pass over 
those twigs as nothing but what had been. 

"Listen, I'll help you," she stated, again in a 
whisper. 

"You can't. Besides, the danger's too great. You 
must go home. I'll get away, never fear." And 
I spoke words my heart did not echo. 

"I'm not going," she said decisively. 

"But at any minute Malmesbury may appear — 
you must! Then you'll be worse off than I am. 
These men are monsters; you must go." 

"I don't go without you," she whispered. "Now 
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pay attention — ^here are my sewing scissors. Lucky 
I had them. Cut your strings. Til be in the bushes 
behind the house when you come — and you must 
come. Then we'll skip home." 

The little scissors she tossed forward struck my 
knee, fell to the ground. Instantly my bound hands 
covered them. Down by the creek the bushes rustled 
again, then the Mexican emerged once more, shoul- 
ders and head. 

"Get back, Caroline, get back!" I almost cried 
aloud. But she had already disappeared. 

Moreles came forward beating a leaf off his 
beard. Evidently his curiosity concerning Lafc 
Dodds' boat was satisfied and he was again impa- 
tient for Malmesbury's return. He listened at the 
edge of the clearing, as he had done before. Finally 
he rolled his habitual cigarette, inspected me afresh 
and asked a question: 

"What you come here for?" 

"I wanted to see who lived here," I answered. 

"Did you see in the house?" 

"How could I see inside it when I had only come 
to the place where you found me?" I replied, pre- 
tending weariness. 

"When you dead it make no difference what you 
see and what you don't see," he stated, with a 
shrug. "It is a pity no priest be round to pve 
you last sacrament." 

"All right, let it go at that," said I. For I was 
impatient to have him move somewhere else. 

"Aha, you are an infidel," he exclaimed. 
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"Very well. Have It your own way." 

''Bah, an infidel! And you have the heart of a 
chicken." 

He showed his teeth in a smile, then walked to 
the door of the log house. There he paused for a 
last scni^ny of the wood, in the direction he ex- 
pected Malmesbury. Then he passed within. 

Next instant I was at work with the desperation 
of a man to whom seconds are golden and to whom 
minutes mean life. The little scissors unfolded, I 
got my thumb and finger into their handles. Set- 
ting my teeth — for by now the cords cut deep and 
my wrists were swollen — ^I reached down and la- 
bored at the bonds of my feet. The fish-cord was 
made of good stuff : it seemed an age before I sev- 
ered the strands and I lived in an agony of fear 
lest Moreles step forth. 

But finally I had one cord cut, then a second. I 
tore at them until I got them off, until I could 
spread my feet apart with the eager joy of re- 
leased muscles. From within the cabin came the 
sound of the Mexican moving about at some busi- 
ness or other. Rising to my feet, I stole to the 
comer of the hut, around it. On the mossy ground 
my feet made no sound. Under a sawn window 
that looked upon the rear I bent low until I was 
past. 

Then I glanced about. The bushes stood in thick 
clumps everywhere, that hardly allowed a passage; 
and where in this maze I was to find the girl who 
had saved me I did not know. But all at once a 
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hand waved, a face appeared some dozen feet be- 
fore me. 

"Here, come herel" Caroline whispered. 

Almost at the same instant I heard an angry 
curse. I glanced over my shoulder. Framed in 
the sawn window of the old cabin, looking out upon 
the rear, I saw the dark enraged face of the 
Mexican. 

I plunged into the bushes where Caroline Webb 
stood, caught her by the arm and dragged her aside 
and deeper in. A report rang from the hut, a bullet 
whined close by among the leaves. 

"I'm scared to death," Caroline said. 

"So am I — but not as much as I was," I answered. 

And we pushed still farther into the under- 
growth* 
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CHAPTER X 

ONE WAY TO BE RID OF A POOR RELATION 

The first exultation at finding myself free was re- 
placed by the knowledge that we were not yet out 
of danger. Caroline as well as I was in jeopardy, 
which gave me an added sense of responsibility. 
Enraged as he was by my escape Moreles, the 
Mexican, would fire at the first part of our per- 
sons he saw, and likely at any movement of the 
brush. She was no safer from his bullets than I. 
Therefore in the moment it would take for the man 
to rush out and round the cabin lay our chance and 
we must avail ourselves of it. 

Caroline had already snipped the cords that held 
my wrists. So seizing her hand I bent low and 
drew her as rapidly as possible after me a dozen 
yards into the dense cover, then swerved sharply 
to the right, bearing northward and away from the 
direction the fellow would naturally suppose we 
should take. 

"Rest a bit here,'' I whispered to her, when we 
were some fifty paces distant from the hut and 
buried in a jungle of bush and vines. "Silence will 
count now more than speed." 

She crouched beside me, her hand still gripping 
135 
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mine, her head with its crown of golden hair half- 
loosed by our rough passage close by. Her eyes 
never moved from the way we had come, though 
she could see nothing but the thicket; her cheek 
was flushed a delicate pink; her lips were half- 
parted with her quick breathing. By all our cir- 
cumstances we might have been a primitive man and 
woman of the stone age hiding and harking against 
an enemy. 

A shout sounded from the hut. 

"Come out, you, or I shoot 1 Come Uong quick 1" 
Which was followed by a number of savage oaths. 

Caroline's hand closed yet tighter on my fin- 
gers, her eyes sought mine in question. 

"Don't stir," I breathed. "He doesn't see us. 
He's standing just back of the house and trying a 
bluff." 

Another minute of profound silence ensued. So 
still was it that on a leaf by my ear I could catch 
the note of a tiny insect engaged in some delicate 
vibration of its wings. 

"Come, you — I see you, I shoot 1" cried Me- 
rcies again. 

The second call proved my statement that he 
was bluffing, for during the interval of quiet the man 
had stolen into the underbrush, doubtless along the 
faint path to the cabin, and his shouted warning 
came from a distance west of the first. He was 
stealthily searching the vicinity. 

"Now is our time to slip away," I said to my 
companion. "I'll lead and force a way. Keep close 
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behind me and come as swiftly as you can. What- 
ever happens, don't be alarmed. We must get a 
start while we have time. He'll presently begin 
to look for foot-prints and crushed twigs." 

Parting the vines before us we set out on a noise- 
less withdrawal. We could not move rapidly, but 
nevertheless we made steady progress northward. 
Once again, for the last time, we heard a shout. 
At the end of ten minutes we were two hundred 
yards away from the abandoned cabin ; with a dense 
growth of vegetation between that would delay pur- 
suit however skilful the tracker. 

Our feet made no soimd on the moist earth, 
hardly a rustle was imparted by the heavy leaves 
as they fell into place behind us. Close at my 
heels came Caroline, with a steadfast courage, a 
skilful use of openings, a quick pliancy of shoulder 
and limb, that filled my heart with admiration. In- 
deed, at times she followed so silently that I would 
glance back in fear lest she had missed the way. 

Once while we paused to rest, I said: 

"What a staunch comrade you are! You know 
the truth, I owe my life to you." 

"Could I pick up my skirts and run away like a 
frightened child when you were in danger?" Then 
with a trustful look, she continued: "Aren't we 
partners ? You came to Cericia to help me. I could 
do no less than help you ; I couldn't leave you alone 
there in that terrible man's hands. We have to 
stand by each other all the time, that's all." 

No words of mine could answer such bravery of 
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heart, such loyalty, such steel of spirits. I caught 
and pressed her hand and let my eyes speak for me. 

Then I led the way on. Diverging gradually 
westward as we advanced we emerged from the 
denser jungle-like growth into the more open fringe 
of bushes among the pines. Here the ground was 
drier, our course more free. Fifty yards farther 
west the underbrush yielded almost entirely to 
timber. By now the old cabin, the hushed poison- 
ous rendezvous of Malmesbury and Moreles, was 
far south and we could venture ahead with less 
necessity of caution. In order to be altogether 
safe from a chance meeting with the Mexican we 
continued north for another half mile, then headed 
west. 

Twenty minutes later, by fast walking, we reached 
the Hampden road, crossed it and entered the trees 
on the opposite side. Not until then did I breathe 
relief. Somehow that line of road seemed the di- 
viding line between danger and safety: — eastward 
a space of wood that held the belt of tangled un- 
derbrush, the creek, sluggish and miasmic, the 
gloomy clearing whose murderous soul seemed 
brooding in the decayed ominous old log house, — 
all pervaded with an oppressive smell of rot, with 
an air of wet poison, an atmosphere of solitude, 
secrecy, peril and crime; westward clear and open 
timber, with naught but the clean, pure odor of 
pines, with firm ground, sunshine falling in bright 
lances through the boughs, the chirp of birds, and 



Digitized 



by Google 



ONE WAY TO BE RID OF A RELATION 139 

safety. No, I wanted to see no more of the wood 
behind us, or of that sinister old house. 

By making a broad circle we came down the tim- 
ber until we heard the beat of the surf and smelt 
the brine of the sea. We reached the beach some 
way west of the house, turned toward the latter 
and gained its rear under shelter of the trees. 

"We must go in the back door," Caroline stated. 
"My hair is a fright, my nose is scratched, my hands 
are dirty — and look at my dress 1 Did you ever 
see anything like it!" 

"Well, there is mud on it," I agreed. "But 
youVe been near to nature. You certainly would 
stir the curiosity of your aunt and cousin." 

"No more than would you ; you'rejm^beauty your- 
self," she retorted. "We must makeourselves pre- 
sentable, we're back in civilization so-called. Come, 
let's risk getting in and up to our rooms without 
any one seeing us." With which she started at 
a run for the servant's door. 

I was just behind her. We flew into the kitchen, 
we flew past the astonished negroes and flew up the 
back stair. In the upper hall was no one. Caro- 
line, reaching her door, turned with finger on lips. 

"Luncheon was an age ago," she whispered. 
"When you're ready, wait for me here, then we'll 
steal down into the kitchen and have 'Lissa fix us 
up something. When we meet the others, be pre- 
pared to look as if you'd been sleeping, or were 
bpred, or something like that, for Aunt and Olive 
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will be dying to know where weVe been. And of 
course we can't tell them." • 

"The answer is easy," said I. "We were out 
strolling over my future cabbage plantation, count- 
ing the cabbages." 

While I made my toilet my thoughts occupied 
themselves in an attempt to piece together the lit- 
tle I knew of the Cerician mystery. But the mat- 
ter was baffling. Aside from a greater certainty that 
some conspiracy was on foot, a fuller realization 
of the plotters' desperate character, I possessed 
scarcely more than I had before. For those of us, 
not active participants who were enmeshed in the 
. aflfair, — Caroline Webb, Mrs. Belknap, her daugh- 
ter Olive, and for me, — there was grave danger, 
as there is always danger for innocent persons cast 
into a current of crime. No man, no woman, 
if one or the other imperiled these men's plot, 
would be allowed for one minute to stand in the 
way of its success. If they considered it neces- 
sary, Malmesbury, Ratchford, Corwin himself, 
would act quickly and heartlessly. My conclusion 
was that Caroline Webb must leave Cericia, she 
must go at once. As for myself, I would give as 
good account as I was able. 

For a first step I removed from my bag my auto- 
matic revolver, a small but powerful weapon, and 
placed it in my pocket. I suspected that both of 
the Englishmen went armed — I would at least be 
on an equality with them in that respect. And as 
for Corwin, the more I considered his infamy in 
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trying to steal Cericia, the more I was determined 
he should go to prison ; the less I was able to solve 
the mystery of his operations, the more I was de- 
termined to get at the heart of it, expose it, defeat 
the conspirators and crush them all. I promised 
myself that satisfaction. 

That however was a large order. I played a 
lone hand, and a blind hand, and a hand against 
big odds, yet my *l8ood was up and my spirits un- 
daunted and my pride afire. Coolness would be 
'my greatest asset. I saw that by a vigilant pres- 
ence of mind alone could I win through. There- 
fore, wary conduct and a careful tongue, constant 
alertness and a hard blow at the right time must 
be my policy. 

I went out into the upper hallway. When Caro- 
line Webb joined me, we went down into the kitchen, 
where we obtained sandwiches and milk from the 
negress cook, with whom Caroline was an espe- 
cial favorite, and satisfied our hunger. Then we 
went forth toward the front of the house. 

"Remember that you're to pretend absorption in 
your fruit-orchard, or cabbage-patch, or whatever 
it is you've said you came for," she warned, halt- 
ing me for a moment in the dining-room. "Then 
aunt will stop inquiring after awhile, though of 
course she'll not be at rest at all. She's very sus- 
picious of you — and will be of me too, now." 

"Leave the matter in my hands," I answered. 
"She'll know more of cabbages before she's done 
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than she ever dreamed existed. Who's that speak- 
ing?" I concluded abruptly, touching her arm. 

Voices sounded from the adjoining room, scarcely 
lessened by the thin curtains that hung in the door- 
way. 

"The man was in Brown's store, I tell you," 
Ratchford was saying in a sharp tone. "I'll put 
something in his ear that he'll remember, I war- 
rant — he had his orders to stay away from Cericia. 
Next thing this fellow Masson, or that seaweed pad- 
dler,^or one of the villagers, will groV curious and 
want to know what a Mexican's doing here and 
where he camps down." 

"What can you do; he's been told," Malmesbury 
answered. "A Mex never likes to be alone — ^he 
grows melancholy for company. The people are 
like the French and Italians." 

"What the devill" the other exclaimed. "Here 
we have him come creeping over at night for pro- 
visions, then he goes to the store to drink in open 
daylight. It shall stop, or he steps out of the 
game." 

"Better make it plain then. And you're the one 
to talk to him about it," was the indifferent reply. 

"You speak as if you had no interest in the mat- 
ter. Have you, or have you not?" Ratchford de- 
manded, with acerbity. "Do you want to see our 
scheme public property, or do you not? Do you 
want it to go ahead, or do you not? I've had all 
your muddling that I care for. You behave as 
if you were on a holiday. When Corwin returns, 
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we'll see whether or not you wake up — youVe been 
a drag the whole while. You and Moreles both 
shall go packing if you're to be a hindrance instead 
of a help. Corwin will stand no bally nonsense. 
We're too near the end for you or any other to 
spill the pot now by foolishness." 

For a moment Malmesbury made no reply — I had 
expected him to retort with equal spirit. How he 
happened to be here at all was a question in my 
mind. But here he was, standing on the opposite 
side of the curtain on his own long legs. Instead 
of making an angry response, or a mocking one, 
as more befitted his character, he evidently con- 
sidered it wise to placate the other. 

**Go easy, old chap," he remarked. "What the 
deuce do I know of Moreles coming into town? Of 
course I'm interested in the right horse coming 
under. We'll teach the fellow his lesson first shot. 
I'm just as anxious to see our capon come out of 
the oven nice and brown as you are, Ratchford. 
Get straight about that." 

"You show it strangely at times, that's all I have 
to say." Then after considering for a time, he 
went on : "We'll take Moreles' boat away, I'm think- 
ing. That should keep him where he should be." 

At this stage in their talk there came an inter- 
ruption, apparently from the veranda. It was Olive 
Belknap who spoke, asking if they were never com- 
ing outside. An impatient oath — a mutter that 
I surmised to issue from Ratchford's lips — ^just 
reached my ears. 
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"We're coming, Bright Eyes/' Malmesbury re- 
turned jovially. 

And by the sound of their dying voices I knew 
the men had followed her outside. Caroline Webb 
turned to me. 

"I'm growing absolutely callous to eavesdrop- 
ping," she said, with a soft laugh. "Can you imag- 
ine that of me? And I intend to keep on listening 
whenever I get a chance." 

"Of course," I replied. "So shall I. Scruples 
are wasted dealing with such scoundrels." 

"But I wonder what they meant. I believe — ^I 
believe, yes, they meant that awful man at the cabin 
who was going to kill you." 

"Exactly. They're all in the same crew — tarred 
with the same stick." 

"But why should Mr. Ratchford object to his 
being at the store?" And she added: **What has 
that terrible man to do with Mr. Corwin an3^ay, 
and with these others?" 

"That's what I'm doing my best to find out," I 
^aid 

A faint shudder went over her. 

"I can't bear to think of him, of how horribly 
he smiled when he looked at you there at that old 
house. I know I shall dream of him to-night, have 
a nightmare and shriek out." 

Moreles would not be a pleasant gentleman to 
dream of, that was certain, but he could appear 
no worse in one's dreams than he had been in the 
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flesh. So I advised her to think no more of the 
ruffian. 

"You weren't afraid of him out yonder, you were 
bravery itself. Here you're safe. The man won't 
venture around Webb House, and as a matter of 
fact he never got a look at you. Probably he 
doesn't know you exist. Therefore please forget 
hun." 

"I'll try — ^but I don't believe I can by mere try- 
ing," she rejoined, with a doubtful shake of her 
head. All at once her face brightened. "Anyway, 
we got off, that's the main thing. If there must 
be unpleasant things I'd rather take them all in a 
row and be done with them. Now we've to face 
Aunty Belknap." 

"Mrs. Belknap won't be unpleasant; she'll only be 
disagreeable. Possibly she may be amusing; we'll 
see." 

"She can be obstinate, very." 

"The more obstinate, the more amusing then," 
said I. "Come along; we'll see what happens.'* 

What happened was not exactly what I had 
anticipated, for, as I've already stated, Mrs. Bel- 
knap was large, bloodless, indolent, selfish. Her 
selfishness naturally demanded not only service from 
others, but claimed a warrant to knowledge of 
others' affairs. That she could be a person, how- 
ever, capable of bold and impudent attack I had 
hardly suspected, and in this respect I had imder- 
estimated the woman. 

She sat in a comfortable, broad-waisted cane 



Digitized 



by Google 



146 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

chair. A stool supported her feet, a glass of lem- 
onade was in her hand, a palm-leaf fan lay on 
her lap. She appeared the very personification of 
ease and self-indulgence. Nearby, Olive amused 
herself flirting with Ratchford and Malmesbury. 
All the veranda seemed calm, the sky clear, no light- 
ning anywhere. 

Caroline and I advanced towards the group with 
friendly bearing and the manner of persons hav- 
ing nothing whatever to conceal, no secrets, no 
sins. Mrs. Belknap's eye rolled to meet us. For 
a moment her regard remained impersonal, then 
there came upon her lips a smile that boded us no 
good. Finally she shook a playful finger at 
Caroline. 

*'Ah, you sly mouse, why didn't you tell me?" she 
exclaimed. "All this time you've had a sweetheart, 
and been engaged, and planned on being married, 
and never said a word of it to a scull But you 
never wore an engagement ring; that's the reason; 
however, you can put it on now. No, I never 
dreamed of such a thing until Olive saw you last 
night weeping on your lover's shoulder and came 
to inform me." 

"Ah, she told you, did she?" I answered quietly 
enough, though black rage was in my heart. 
"Thoughtful of Olive, very. But I imagined Olive 
would always do her duty." 

A flash of the woman's eyes greeted this state- 
ment, but she continued her honeyed chiding of her 
niece. 
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*Well, well, Carry dear. Under all the circum- 
stances it's probably the thrifty thing to do, as you 
have no means now. You may wear your engage- 
ment ring after this without pretense. But it's a 
surprise, a great surprise, dearie. Is the day set 
for the wedding?" 

I glanced at Caroline. Her lips were compressed, 
her cheeks white, and there was something like won- 
der in her eyes at hearing these words fall from 
her aimt. She could not have been more amazed 
if the other had struck her across the mouth. A 
profound silence filled the veranda, through which 
I seemed to hear the music of the surf a long way 
ofiF. Finally Mrs. Belknap lifted her glass, from 
which she had a sip of lemonade. 

**Madame, you've grossly insulted your niece," 
said I. "Unhappily your daughter was the acci- 
dental witness of what she had no business to see 
and what she couldn't possibly understand; anc^ 
on her report you're uttering malicious and heart- 
less implications with no other purpose than to em- 
barrass and wound Miss Webb. So far as I'm con- 
cerned, I'll state for your benefit that marriage with 
her would be the greatest honor to which I could 
aspire and if ever I'm so fortunate the greatest 
happiness I shall ever know. When she sees fit 
to announce her marriage to any one, doubtless 
you'll learn then of her engagement." A grateful 
look from Caroline came to me at this defense. 
"And, I think I may safely say, the fact you've been 
a guest here when Webb House was her home need 
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cause you no needless anxiety that she will impor- 
tune you for advice, or affection, or financial aid, 
when she does marry. Is that not the case. Miss 
Webb?" 

*'It is, it is I I shall ask nothing of aunt," she 
cried. 

"Then that ends the matter," said I. "Fm 
pleased to have lifted this load from your mind^ 
Mrs. Belknap." And, taking Caroline by the hand, 
I led her into the house. 
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CHAPTER XI 

CAROLINE WEBB 

**I WANT to be away from them, away from the 
house, out in the open air where I can breathe^" 
Caroline said, when we were once more Inside. 
"Let us go up the beach, out of their sound and 
sight. It makes no difference now what they think 
of us and there shall be no further pretense. Oh, 
I'm unhappy I Well as I knew aunt, I had never 
suspected her capable of such baseness. And IVe 
been kind to her; I've really done my best to be 
kind to her. When she and Olive came here I told 
them Webb House was as much their home as 
mine, and I honestly meant it, for I wanted them to 
be happy and I wanted their friendship and their 
love. That was all. I didn't care for anything else. 
Well, it's useless to think of it any longer; that's 
all past now and I can never feel the same towards 
them again." 

"I fear your aunt and cousin are opportunists," 
I said, hesitating before her distress. "People like 
them, I'm sorry to say, can't be depended on to 
stick long, for they're fair weather creatures. They 
abandon old friends without scruple to warm them- 
selves at new ones' fires, if the latter seem brighter." 

149 
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She was pensive for a time, then turned to me 
with moist eyes. 

"You proved yourself a true friend at any rate," 
she said softly. "When you accepted her absurd 
statement as a fact and told her what you did, it 
immediately made me happy and restored my pride. 
She tried to humiliate me and failed. Vm more 
grateful than I can speak." 

"Have you forgotten what you said in the wood 
yonder? We're partners, aren't we?" 

"Yes, we are." 

"Well, that's the principal thing for us," I con- 
tinued. "All we have to do is to stand together 
and we'll win out against them. But when your 
aunt and your cousin learn that after all Mr. Cor- 
win isn't the gentleman they believe him to be, widi 
the added fact that you're still mistress of Webb 
House and of Cericia, their feelings, I'll venture 
to say, will be mingled ones and their remorse ex- 
treme." 

Caroline's face that instant did not bode well for 
Auntie Belknap and Cousin Olive when such a time 
should arrive. 

"But I'm not exactly mistress of Webb House, 
for you're half-owner," she stated presently. "How 
odd it seems I Here but a little while ago neither 
of us knew the other existed, yet we're now to- 
gether as proprietors." 

The situation did present some unusual features. 
So far as joint-ownership of Cericia with Caroline 
Webb went, however, I was perfectly satisfied. 
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"Pm sure we'll not quarrel over the management 
of the place," I said, "nor over the Belknaps. 
Whatever you decide concerning them will have my 
endorsement. Shall we go up the beach, as you 
suggested?" 

Leaving the house unobserved, by a side door, 
we walked a mile or so westward along the sands. 
Under the afternoon sun the waters were flashing 
brightly. The incoming swells uncurled along the 
beach in long lines of foam that deposited at our 
feet the waves' small plunder of the sea — ^little ix> 
idescent shells, strands of seaweed, water-soaked 
sticks, starfish, vegetable pods, curious tiny forms 
of sea-life from out the depths, dead or dying. 

At last we reached a tree-trunk cast up in some 
storm and now lying half-embedded in the sand. 
On this we seated ourselves. Fronting our eyes 
was the whole glittering expanse of gulf, seeming 
never so fair and never so smiling as on this day, 
while a balmy air blew off its surface that bore a 
faint and languorous perfume, a spicy sweetness, 
as if these waters in washing distant southern shores 
gained and kept some tropical richness. Overhead 
arched the sky, so blue, so deep, that the white 
shapes of gulls skimming against it appeared as if 
moving against a vaulted azure roof. How much 
more peaceful, how much calmer and happier was 
one here in the sunlight of open day than in the se- 
cretive, hostile atmosphere of Webb House 1 

"This," said I, turning with a smile to my com- 
panion, "this is the way Cericia will be when they're 
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all gone — ^when your foolish aunt anc . n have 
withdrawn, when these plotting adventurers have 
been scattered. Cericia — ^what a charming name I 

"I can hardly wait for the time," she answered. 

She sat with elbow on knee, chin in cupped hand, 
gazing out across the water. The breeze stirred 
the little golden locks about her temples, a rosy 
tint lingered in her cheeks, and blue as was the 
sky it was not so blue as her eyes. With each 
moment of our companionship her beauty of face 
and her fineness of character grew into my heart. 
If I could have been but worthy of her, I mused, 
if I deserved such as she! Brief as had been our 
acquaintance, I knew now as a result of that sharp 
revealing minute when we stood together at Webb 
House facing them all that Caroline was the one 
person I desired to satisfy my longing, the girl of 
my dreams, the being who alone after this could 
give me happiness and joy. Without her, Cericia 
would indeed be worthless, ay, intolerable. 

**If you had not come here, I should have had 
to go away," she said, breaking the pause. **There 
seemed no path out of my thicket of troubles ex- 
cept to break through ; I could not have borne mat- 
ters much longer. No one will know how 
dispirited I've been, while at the same time living in 
deadly fear — I tell you this because I trust you, 
because I feel as if you were a brother. Oh, you 
can't guess in what terrible anxiety and dread I've 
waited. Mr. Corwin came first of all, so soon too 
after father's death, and showed me a deed that 
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he said was signed by father and Mr. Mclntyre 
and stated that the land was now mortgaged. This 
I've already told you. He convinced aunt imme- 
diately by his story — she and Olive are the only 
living relations I have — and what could I do? 
Where could I turn? He locked father's papers 
up and when I asked to see them put me off from 
day to day. And then these two other men came, 
who seem to have nothing to do but idle and just 
look after the freight Sam Brown hauls over and 
stores somewhere. Olive is delighted to have them 
here — ^yes, and quite silly over Mr. Ratchford." 

"I can imagine what you've endured," said I. 

"All the while I felt things were not right," she 
went on. "For days I've been suspicious, and be- 
cause of my suspicions I ceased to talk of my af- 
fairs to aunt and instead wrote to Mr. Mclntyre. 
Even at this minute my cheeks burn to think how 
I was situated; I had only a few dollars, the clothes 
I own. I could do nothing, not even go away. And 
when I asked Mr. Corwin if there wasn't some 
money in father's safe, just a little, he said no, 
none. This didn't seem to me the way estates are 
settled, though a girl knows so tiny a bit of such 
affairs. Finally I took the small amount of money 
I had and went to Hampden and from there to 
the county seat to find out what I could — deeds had 
to be attended to there, I had heard, but I learned 
from one of the officials only that Mr. Corwin 
had filed his deed and some one else had recorded 
a mortgage. I was in despair. I had just enough 
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money to bring me back here, that was all. And I 
was on my way home when you so kindly let me 
come over with you from Hampden." 

"No wonder you were silent and depressed that 
afternoon," I said, sympathetically. 

The last of her story had come out with a rush, 
with now and again a quiver of her lip, I had not 
interrupted her, for I saw that it was the relief 
which my presence gave her, the knowledge of a 
friend at hand, that caused this flooding of pent 
up emotion, of past restraints and long-harbored 
fears. Speech would give her peace of mind, it 
would bring new cheer and courage. 

"During that afternoon ride home with you and 
Mr. Dempster," she stated firmly, *'I was making 
up my ideas to pack a few things, ride back to 
Hampden, walk if I must, even the whole way, and 
leave Cericia forever. I didn't know where I should 
go, but I had some schoolgirl friends, could I but 
reach them, who would shelter me until I could 
decide something. Webb House had grown im- 
possible for me. Aunt and Olive had sunk down in 
ease, taking as a matter of course the fact that 
they were here and considering themselves guests. 
I felt that we were merely being tolerated for some 
purpose of his own. But that is Aunt Belknap's 
nature. Until father was drowned, he had always 
looked after her- — and now I see what I never saw 
before, she's doing her best to see that some one 
else does so. While she thought I had inherited 
property, she spoke of herself as my guardian. 
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And since I It's a wonder I'm not gray with what 
has happened. Mr. Corwin has ever had his eye 
on me — ^polite, suave, hard and immovable. And 
Mr. Ratchford and Mr. Malmesbury with their 
insolent compliments and veiled allusions, it's been 
almost more than I could bear. After all, I'm but 
a girl." And unconsciously she spread her hands 
in appeal. 

Well, I was too much affected by her account to 
be able at once to reply. So I rose and paced to 
and fro on the sand for a time, with my hands in 
my pockets and my chin on my breast. She had 
suffered. Her spirit had been bruised between 
stones. My anger against her heartless persecutors 
for the present was put aside; I felt only a deep 
hurt with her and a profoimd sympathy. 

**You must go away, you must go away to-mor- 
row," I said at last. "I'll remain to dispose of 
matters, but you must go. You're unhappy here 
with these people, you're unhappy at Cericia with 
the recollections of your father's tragic death still 
pressing upon your mind. Yes, you must depart to- 
morrow. Uncle James will be glad to welcome you 
into his home, for he had a very tender friend- 
ship for your father, and you can visit there until 
everything here is straightened out and peace re- 
stored." 

"No, I shall remain," said she. 

"Then I'll surely have the murder of these 
scoundrels on my soul," I stated, with a frown. 

"You're kind, more than kmd, to suggest my go- 
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ing to Mr. Mclntyre, but to have you here at this 
time, not only as a business companion but as a 
friend, is sufficient, Mr. Masson. This is my home, 
and now that I know the truth about Cerida I 
won't be driven out.'* 

**But Ratchford, Malmcsbury " I began. 

**You are here and things will be different from 
now on," she interrupted. **Besides I've a revolver 
that I bought in Hampden. I got it because Mr. 
Ratchford wouldn't let me be. He constantly grew 
worse, more insistent. I avoided him all I could, 
I stayed in my room with the door locked. And, 
oh, how I hate the man I If ever I hear his hand 
try my locked door at night again — it was his, for 
Mr. Malmesbury, bad as he is, would never do 
that — I intend to shoot him at once." She put 
her hand over her eyes. **I couldn't live through 
such another night of terror 1" 

"Nor shall you," said I. "Rest assured of this, 
the man shall no more annoy you, either by night 
or by day." And so far as Ratchford was con- 
cerned, or Malmesbury too for that matter, I was 
resolved to put an end to his attentions. 

After a little she looked at me and tried to smile. 

"I don't let myself think of it if I can. I shouldn't 
have spoken of it." 

"You did right," I answered. "I repeat you shall 
sleep at peace. Ratchford will never lay hand on 
your door again." Then after considering, I went 
on, "While your aimt's act was inexcusable, it may 
have better results than we suppose. It has cleared 
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the air, so to speak. We all know now where we 
stand towards one another. Fm inclined to believe 
that both Ratchford and Malmesbury will be re- 
spectful if they judge you to be engaged. It may 
be advisable to let them continue to think so." 

A faint blush appeared on her cheek. When she 
spoke she kept her gaze steadfastly fixed upon the 
water. 

"I doubt if I could pretend that very well," she 
said. "Engaged people are supposed to act like — 
like lovers." 

"We'll just act ourselves," said I. "The idea is 
merely to have them hold the belief. Then your 
aunt will cease to bother you; your cousin will no 
longer be jealous of you because of the English- 
men 

"Olive— -jealous of me!" she cried, sitting up 
very straight. "Why, I detest those menl You 
don't imagine for an instant that I ever 
sought " 

"No, no, no, no," I hastened to assure her. 

"Never, never once. Nor in the least manner 
encouraged them." 

"Of course not, <:ertainly not, by all means not. 
Please do not be indignant. I'm only seeking to 
point out that Olive is jealous by nature and she's 
infatuated by Ratchford. If she thought you en- 
gaged, her mind would be at rest. And, as I stated, 
the two men probably would be circumspect. Last 
of all, less heed would be paid to us, which would 
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permit of our going about more securely in our 
endeavor to discover Corwin's scheme." 

She remained undecided, apparently studying the 
subject. Once again a delicate color rose in her 
cheek at some thought and she bit her lip. 

"Forget this suggestion; it was a blundering one 
at best," I said quickly. "My intentions are honest, 
but my judgment is weak. We'll find some other 
way." 

Her. mouth closed in a firm line. 

"I'd do anything to beat Mr. Corwin. Let them 
think we're engaged if that's best — ^we know we're 
not. After things are cleared up it will make no 
difference, because no doubt we'll sell Cericia, and 
our partnership and the whole matter will be for- 
gotten by everybody, ourselves included." 

"What, sell Cericia 1" I cried. "Do you mean 
you want to sell the place, that we're not to see each 
other any more after all we've been through to- 
gether." 

"There are but two things to do — sell it or keep 
it, one or the other." 

"Sell it, never I" I went on, almost shouting. **Of 
course we'll keep it and develop it just as your 
father planned. That's what I want, that's what 
you want — ^what everybody wants." 

I continued to stride about, now staring at her as 
with bayonets, now thrusting a hand through my 
hair and tremendously determined that getting rid 
of the place should not be the fate of Cericia. The 
very ideal 
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My sudden agitation at first astonished, then 
amused her. 

**Why, I'd rather keep and develop it, to be sure," 
she said softly, "for father's sake if for no other 
reason. But I thought you would be glad to be 
done with such a troublesome property." 

I gave a vast sigh of relief. 

"That's settled then, thank heavens 1" was my 
fervent response. "Never make that suggestion 
again — ^my heart isn't strong. It really isn't — Caro- 
line." I uttered her name feebly and tentatively. 

At that she broke into a merry laugh. 

"You're a long ways from dying," she said. 
"Your heart's perfectly sound, I imagine. And you 
needn't shake in your boots when you speak my 
name, for if you're to play your part at being en- 
gaged you'll have to use it regularly. • I don't mind 
anyway." 

"Don't mind I Of all cold indifference I I want 
you to like me to say it" 

A fresh ripple of laughter came from her lips. 
Then she stood up, tucked back a little curl and 
looked at me with her adorable blue eyes. 

"All right, partner Tom," she replied, "I'll try." 
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CHAPTER XII 

A BLOW AT THE RIGHT TIME 

When Caroline and I returned to Webb House 
her aunt and her cousin were nowhere to be seen, 
while Ratchford and Malmesbury loitered on the 
pier at the foot of the slope before the dwelling 
apparently engaged in talk of matters of their 
own. Since my companion expressed a need for rest 
and went to her room, I decided to visit Dempster, 
whom I had neglected. 

Arriving at his cottage, I found him in the rear 
crumbling bread into a pan, while old Uncle Jerry 
was rapt in expounding the character of man's fu- 
ture piuiishment. Pausing, I remained unseen while 
the aged darky described what, according to his 
notion, sinners would suffer, until the scientist, per- 
ceiving me, winked an eye, though maintaining his 
melancholy visage. 

**Dar be red-hot griddles fo' dc white loss souls 
and red-hot griddles fo* de black loss souls bofc,** 
Jerry stated, waving^ a hand. '*An' no fountain to 
quench de thirst an' no hand to wipe off de sweat 
ob hell, jest debbles to poke de fi'." 

Dempster crumbled his last crust and lifted the 
pan. 

i6o 
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"I shall cogitate at profound length your elucida- 
tion " 

"Eluc'dation? Dat am a fine wo'd, Mahs. What 
am dat wo'd?" The old negro scratched his wool 
and gazed at Dempster. 

"It means the enlightenment of Hades that you've 
made." Then addressing me, he said, "Come along, 
Masson, I'm about to feed my pets." With whidx 
he led the way towards the trees behind the cot- 
tage. 

Curious to learn what pets other than dried speci- 
mens of seaweed he might have, I followed him to 
the spot a few paces into the timber, and well out 
of observation, where was nailed on the trunk of 
a tree at a height of six feet or so a wooden crate 
containing pigeons. They inmiediately began to 
stir upon our approach, to emit low coos of wel- 
come. Dempster fed them bread crumbs from his 
pan. One of the birds, even, he withdrew from the 
improvised cote in order to stroke. 

"You didn't know I was a pigeon-fancier, did 
you?" he asked with a slow smile. "Up north I've 
many of them, a squab farm, in fact, and seme 
fancy birds too. I love them ; they're my weakness. 
I never go anywhere to stay a time without taking 
along a few of my favorites. See how gentle they 
are; look at this one on my hand." And he lifted 
the bird with beautiful head and glossy wings up 
to my sight. 

He petted the pigeon for a little, then returned 
it to its cage. 
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All at once he said: 

"I didn't know that long-legged Englishman over 
at your house was a runner — ^most long-legged men 
are not." 

"What do you mean?" I inquired. 

"Well, I saw him chasing that fellow Dodds out 
of the woods," he drawled, "and it set me wonder- 
ing. I was sitting on the porch this noon doing 
nothing, when Dodds broke forth where the road 
comes on the beach with the Englishman behind him. 
It sort of interested me. Dodds didn't slacken up 
any when he hit the sand, but kept on for the stores. 
The Englishman — ^what's-his-name — gave up and 
stopped. Didn't look very pleased and his collar 
was sticking up under one ear. I suppose they'd 
had trouble about that Brown girl. Our village boy 
is some scrapper, taking on all you chaps at Webb 
House one after another the same day. I rather 
like his spirit." 

"So do I. He's pretty nervy," I answered. 

"How are you getting on with the men over there 
at the house?" he asked, after a deliberate measure 
of time. 

"So-so." 

"No love lost between you, is that it?" 

"Not much. To be frank, Caroline Webb and 
I stand on one side and the rest of the household 
on the other. I'm not a prime favorite." 

"So I should suppose. You're not those Eng- 
lishmen's sort. Well, things ought to get along 
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until Corwin returns. Then it will get down to 
cases with you.'* 

"He'll not be much interested in me, I think. 
Whatever scheme he has under way will then be 
ripe. He and his companions will spring it and 
depart — night after to-morrow night, I imagine, 
from what he said. Those men are criminals, dan- 
gerous men. I overheard enough to know that they 
make their final move and go when Corwin comes 
back." 

Dempster lighted a cigar. 

"Then you'll not get to arrest him for stealing 
your lands," he stated. 

*'No, no. I intend to have the sheriff here to 
take charge of him. I'll take measures at once." 

**I don't believe you can do that now," he said, 
watching the smoke lift from his cigar. "Your time 
is short. But listen 1 If anything should occur to 
put Miss Webb in danger, bring her here — or 
notify me. I'll come to Webb House. I'm not 
much of an athlete, still I could help defend her." 

**Thank you, I'll do so. Have you any firearms 
— a revolver, or anything like that?" 

"Firearms are out of my line — ^now if it were 
seaweed you wanted I" And he gazed at me with, 
his amused smile. 

"Well, I'll be going. I don't like to stay away 
from Webb House too long at a time." 

"You say Mr. Corwin returns to-morrow?" 

"To-morrow or next day, that was his plan." 

"It might be best to make no effort to have hint 
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arrested," Dempster stated, thoughtfully. "The 
man might turn ugly. And besides, you'll get title 
to your property in any case in the end. Make mat- 
ters safe for Miss Webb; that's best." 

"He shall not go free if I can prevent it," was 
my determined reply. "I certainly want him ar- 
rested, and the others with him." 

Dempster laughed. 

**I see that you're spoiling for a fight. It will be 
useless to argue with you further." 

"True. I have my mind made up. Now I must 
be going." With which I set off. 

On reaching the house and finding no one about 
I directed my steps to the library, the opportunity 
appearing propitious to carry on my investigation. 
A time when Caroline and I together could do this 
without discovery was not likely to occur — and Cor- 
win would soon be returning. I decided to act on 
my own initiative and at once. Until I could go 
through the filing-cases and open the desk and the 
safe I should have no intelligent idea in regard to 
the estate, or to what extent Corwin had carried 
on his depredations since Mr. Webb's death. 

For the moment I passed the filing-cases by. The 
locked desk excited my chiefest curiosity. Casting 
about the room until I found an old saber, doubt- 
less a relic of Mr. Webb's Civil War days, I drew 
it from its sheath and by means of its point sprung 
the lock of the desk's lid. Then I rolled the top 
up. One of Corwin's preserves I had now en- 
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tcred; I placed the saber by my foot and sat in die 
chair before the desk. 

But that this was one of Corwin*s preserves I 
presently began to question, I found no papers in- 
criminating him; in fact, no documents belonging 
at all to the man. What letters, notes, memoranda, 
statements, and so forth, were in the pigeon- 
holes and the drawers antedated Corwin's coming 
to Webb House. They were Cardine's father's 
and in all probability had remained undisturbed 
since his death. They would throw much light on 
business of the estate; concerning the conspirators 
nothing. Corwin's papers, if he had any, were 
locked in his own room. 

As I recalled the character of the man, cool, 
forceful, engaged with his own affairs, I began to 
suspect that he had not troubled to dip into Mr. 
Webb's business. He had made use of the prop- 
erty to raise money and now beyond keeping Caro- 
line under his eye until he executed his present 
project had no interest in it. Cericia was a squeezed 
orange ; he did not care for the skin. 

Of the circumstances of his appropriating the es- 
tate I could but guess. Probably he had known Mr. 
Webb, knew too that the property was unmortgaged 
and was aware that Caroline was an only child. 
Learning of her father's death, his fertile brain had 
instantly conceived the bold plan of filing a forged 
deed to the land; an instnmient dated a year or so 
previous, executed by some rascally notary and 
made to appear regular. Then he had borrowed 
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on it as heavily as possible, the county records sub- 
stantiating his title. He had not let the grass grow 
under his feet while accomplishing the crime. And 
with the other owner, my imcle, distant in Phila- 
delphia and with but a girl with whom to deal at 
Cerlcia, the chances of discovery were few. This 
undoubtedly was the general line of his operation. 

Nor had he stopped here. This little secluded 
village had apparently impressed him as a suitable 
place at which to carry on his new plot, whatever 
it was; and while he completed the mortgage swindle 
he enlisted his associates and set the wheels of this 
in motion. Likely as not the Cericia steal was but 
a minor operation among greater ones that he had 
under way. 

I closed the desk and began to pace the room in 
thought. It seemed after all as if the man could 
not be beaten. Were there a telegraph line out of 
Cericia I might have been able to act — at the very 
suggestion I determined to go to Hampden next day, 
where I could have a wire. More than that, if 
worse came to worse, I should endeavor to tie 
the man up single-handed and carry him off to 
jail. 

When I finished these reflections the hour was 
approaching that of dinner. There was a subdued 
stir and movement about the house; footsteps 
sounded. From somewhere I heard Malmesbury 
and Olive Belknap laughing. I remained thinking 
yet awhile longer. 

Then all at once Caroline Webb brushed between 
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the curtains into the room, immediately to wheel 
about and to face the entrance. Her whole figure 
suffused indignation. She had not seen me stand- 
ing by a book-case in a corner of the room where 
I had paused in surprise at the interruption. She 
continued to stand rigid, tense, staring at the cur- 
tains and breathing ire. 

Next Ratchford parted the portieres and with- 
out a sound stepped into sight. There was some- 
thing secretive, unpleasant, almost reptilian, in the 
bending of his body as he entered; a sardonic smile 
was on his face and his eyes burned on hers. 

"Why do you stop me the minute I come down- 
stairs?" Caroline demanded, angrily. - "Why do 
you follow me here when you know your attentions 
are objectionable? If you're a gentleman, you will 
leave me." 

He took no step to depart. He only put a hand 
up to his mustache to twist an end with an insolence 
that made me clench my palms. Everything about 
the man was evil — his look, his air, his silence. 

"You'll have to accept my attentions, sweet girl," 
he stated at last. "Not for a minute was I deceived 
by that nonsense this afternoon on the veranda, 
when your fool of an aunt pretended that you're 
engaged to Masson. You never knew the fellow 
before he came here, I could tell that plainly. You 
care nothing for him, of course. So it's with me 
you're going to be friends. For you don't dislike 
me half as much as you act — ^women like to be pur- 
sued and when once caught find their capture sweet 
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enough. Why, beside that chit, your cousin, you're 
a princess. Come, I've waited long — a kissl" 

I could not believe my ears. The unconscionable 
scoundrel was drunk or was mad. 

"A kiss will be ambrosia," he went on, laughing 
softly. "And after the first you'll want more." 

He suddenly put forth a hand and caught her by 
the wrist. She pulled away with a low choking sob, 
struggling to free herself. And then I leaped for- 
ward. 

The blow I struck him landed squarely on his 
forehead. He staggered back. Only by snatching 
the curtains did he save himself from going down 
full length. He settled against the lintel, remain- 
ing partly propped, partly fallen, dazed and weak. 
The fingers of his hand still clutched the portieres. 
Then he struggled to his feet. 

I drew my revolver and placed myself before 
Caroline. 

"Keep your distance," said I. 

All the fury of a passionate nature, of a baf- 
fled animal, showed in his face. His lips twisted, 
he breathed with difficulty, as he glared from one 
to another of us. But presently his rage died out. 
He regained his composure' by a visible effort of 
will, straightened his tie, his collar, his coat, and 
finally began to twist the point of his mustache. 

"Ah, our lover. Interfering again, as usual," he 
said, in a sharp tone. 

"As usual — and as always, when it has to do with 
you and Miss Webb," I replied quietly. "I shall 
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give you a last warning now, Ratchford. After 
this keep your hands off her altogether, in this 
house and elsewhere. Keep away from her at all 
. times. I've just knocked you down; next time I'll 
hammer you properly. And if that doesn't teach 
you to show her proper respect, I'll put a bullet in 
you that will. That's all I have to say; leave the 
room." 

At my words a dark color of blood rose in his 
cheek, but his ilk deserved no other tone, for un- 
der his skin he was a dangerous brute with a pan- 
ther's spirit. Civility would have been out of place ; 
he required a hot iron. 

"No man can strike me and not pay the penalty," 
he said. 

"You've talked enough — gol" I commanded, 
pressing nearer with my weapon. 

"There'll be a to-morrow of reckoning. Pa- 
tience," he answered. With which he slipped be- 
tween the curtains and away. 

I pocketed my revolver and turned to Caroline. 
She laid a tremulous hand upon my sleeve. But as 
she lifted her pale face to mine I read a growing 
happiness there. 

"What if you had never come to Cericial" she 
exclaimed softly. "You were here; you saved me 
from himl" 

"I'm here," I answered, grimly. "As he knows." 

"Yes — and it's for you I'm now fearful. The 
\ man's a sleek monster. You've halted him, morti- 

f fied him — and remember what he said. He's wicked 
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enough to do anything. Oh, Fm afraid for you 
nowl" 

"Threatened men live long, you know," I an- 
swered, with an attempt at lightness. "Unless he 
gets me in the back, or is quicker on the trigger, 
why, his actions will never reach beyond threats. 
I shall take care of Mr. Ratchford, never worry, 
and Mr. Malmesbury too. Did you see the fine 
bruise on his forehead? It was a beautiful lavender 
color." 

"Don't speak so, Tom. The matter is serious," 
she pleaded. 

Her solicitude was so keen that I dropped my 
levity, pressed her hand and assured her that I 
intended to take very good care both of her and 
of myself. On my urgence she promised to tell me 
of any attempt Ratchford should make to press 
his attentions upon her or even to try to engage 
her in talk. 

And we went out of the library. 

Thcv situation in Webb House was now somewhat 
strained. It was apparent when shortly afterwards 
the household gathered at dinner. Caroline and I 
sat side by side — I saw to that — and in a sense we 
were tolerated guests. Neither Mrs. Belknap nor 
Olive addressed us, though the latter shot scorn- 
ful looks our way. Ratchford showed the bruise 
upon his brow, which he explained by saying he 
had stumbled and fallen against a door-post; he 
preserved his usual smooth manner so that none 
of the others suspected what had occurred in the 
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library. Under this enamel, however, I perceived a 
murderous enmity for me; but my appetite never- 
theless was good. Malmesbury was jocular and 
sullen by fits — his failure to overtake Dodds prob- 
ably still rankling in his mind. Once he addressed 
Caroline and me with a mocking recklessness that 
did not bode well for the general peace of the 
table. 

"You two will be flitting from Cericia at once, I 
fancy, for your honeymoon, like a pair of blooming 
turtle-doves," he stated, showing his teeth in a 
grin and rolling his eyes at the Belknaps. 

"To rush off without saying good-by to Mr. 
Corwin would be discourteous, wouldn't it?" I re- 
sponded. 

"I see. You'll wait for his blessing, eh?" 

"Something of that sort." 

He drew a long face. 

"It will be dull without you both — and especially 
for poor Ratch here. He was rather fond of Miss 
Caroline and you nipped his romance in the bud, 
Masson. Perhaps you didn't know, but he was 
bally hard hit with Miss Caroline." He breathed 
an exaggerated sigh to express his sympathy for his 
comrade and again shifted his eyes about appreci- 
atively. "Well, Miss Olive remains to bind up his 
wounds and to restore his self-esteem." Saying 
which, he swallowed a large morsel of fish. 

One thing could be said for Malmesbury, he 
never hesitated to stir sleeping dogs. Olive Bel- 
knap's lip quivered ; she seemed on the verge of tears. 
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**If you don't stop talking so, Mr. Malmesbury, 
I shall leave the table," she angrily asserted 

"Now what have I done?'* he asked, attempting 
a face of bland innocence. 

"You've done enough," she flashed back. 

Save for one lowering look at me Ratchford ate 
on unmoved. Doubtless his soul was already so 
bitter with wormwood that his companion's taunt- 
ing talk had little effect. Then in order to change 
the conversation, and to throw my own brand mto 
the circle, I said: 

"By the way, Malmesbury, who is that fellow— 
a Mexican, I think — that I saw hanging around 
Brown's store this morning? Some one there men- 
tioned he was looking for you." 

The Englishman halted his fork half way to his 
lips. Just for an instant I thought his lips would 
curl back over his teeth. Then he shook his head 
and pretended to think. 

"Mexican? — a Mexican? Don't know any bloody 
Mexican. You must have heard wrong." 

"No, I don't think so," I insisted. "But it's not 
important in any case. Happened to think of it, 
that's all." 

"I don't run with Mexicans, you know," Malmes- 
bury drawled, now thoroughly himself. "I'm rather 
particular about my company." 

Out of the corner of my eye I had caught sight 
of Ratchford. He had laid down his fork. He 
regarded his compatriot with a long searching look. 
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My shot had told; suspicion of the other was in 
his breast. 

All in all, every dinner at Webb House had a 
certain esprit of its own. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

A CRY ACROSS THE WATER 

Passion will deflect the sanest mind. Whereas 
Ratchford upon first encountering me at Hampden 
suspected that I was headed for Cericia to endanger 
Corwin's enterprise, he now saw in me only a rival 
for Caroline's favor. The man was infatuated; 
jealousy made him blind. 

Towards Malmesbury, however, after my remark, 
his mind was clear enough. It is to be doubted if 
members of a conspiracy ever repose in one an- 
other full trust; for criminal plots are hatched in 
crooked minds, sustained by treacherous practises, 
carried on in the shadow of fear, advanced by vio- 
lence, and are wrecked usually by betrayal. United 
for a common unlawful end, each member desires 
only his own gain. He cares only for his own 
safety. In his soul he is solitary and suspicious. 
Under ordinary circumstances Ratchford probably 
would never have lifted a finger to keep manacles 
off Malmesbury's wrists; while Malmesbury on his 
part would not have given a hoot to save Ratch- 
ford being hanged by the neck until dead, and if 
able would pick his pockets during the hanging. 

174 
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But now that both were embarked on the same 
project, each in secret was vastly concerned of the 
other. Ratchford's earlier suspicion of his com- 
panion, in the matter of the Mexican, had by my 
remark at the table been fully revived. This prom- 
ised a collision, by which I might take profit. 

It came about at the conclusion of the meaL 
Ratchford asked the other to stay behind. As the 
rest of us withdrew I saw by a glance over my 
shoulder that Ratchford stood with one hand clench- 
ing the cloth as he spoke to Malmesbury. The lat- 
ter, a cigarette dangling from his lip, his hands in 
his trousers pockets, vouchsafed no reply except 
a sneer. Ratchford's voice rose to a higher pitch 
and presently when Caroline and I crossed the living- 
room to go out upon the veranda I heard the two 
men in sharp altercation. Then Malmesbury ap- 
peared, coming after us, with a scowl on his face^ 
to fling himself into a chair by Mrs. Belknap and 
stare out upon the Gulf shining imder a rosy evening 
sky. 

Ratchford almost immediately came out. 

"Malmesbury, step in here," he commanded. 

"Go to the devil 1" said that worthy, extending 
his legs. 

"Step here, I sayl" 

"I'm not stepping this evening, old chappie. If 
you've any bally speech to make, pour it out now.'* 
And laying back his head Malmesbury sent upward 
a long pencil of smoke. 

"For the last time, I say, will you step here?" 
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"Can't move, you know. I*m very comfortable, 
thank you." I 

For a moment Ratchford was silent, then he 
spoke : 

**Very good, you've made your choice." And he 
tapped the door-lintel with forefinger as if the 
other's decision was final. 

Then he regarded Caroline and me for a bit — a 
lurking devil was in his eyes — but apparently think- 
ing better of precipitating a fresh dash, he invited 
Olive Belknap to a stroll. 

When they were gone Malmesbury sauntered 
over to us. 

"I'm leaving the old lady to herself, you see," 
he said. "No company for me. Ratchford may 
have the mother with die girl. I'm hanged if I'U 
sit there knitting with her." 

He leaned against a porch pillar considering. 
Presently I saw that he was regarding me with a 
fixed eye. I had not particularly remarked his orbs 
before, but now it struck me that he had unpleasant 
optics. They reminded me of a serpent's. A slight 
glaze rested on their surface, the pupil of each 
seemed a glistening pool of wickedness. Thus would 
A snake look at a victim that it purposed swallow- 
ing. But after a time he gazed away and put a 
hand over his mouth to hide a yawn. 

"Could you believe," he said, "that Ratch would 
ht able to use that rusty old hook of being a lord's 
son to catch our little Olive? Well, he has. Rot, 
of course. But it landed the minnow. Heigh, ho! 
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With your permission, Miss Caroline, I'll withdraw 
— to consult my buffet." 

We did not implore him to remain. In all that 
the street phrase implies, he was a "bad actor," 
without affectation or consciousnesss. If he had 
looked at me in the fashion he had from mere in- 
terest, I wondered what would be the nature of his 
eyes when he learned from Moreles, the Mexican, 
that I had been trespassing on his secrets. 

Not liking the thought, I dismissed it from my 
mind and began talking to Caroline. But presently 
she declared that she was weary, would retire, so 
I accompanied her upstairs, remembering that 
Malmesbury was still above, and after bidding her 
good night went to my own chamber. On the thick 
carpet of the hall my feet made no sound. Just 
as I was about to enter Malmesbury walked out of 
my room. 

"Well?" said I. 

"What, what?" he* replied, placing his hands on 
his hips and staring at me. 

"I wasn't aware your buffet was located here.** 

"Oh, it's not — ^but your box of cigars is," he an- 
swered, with nonchalance. And he held up before 
my eyes three of my fat choice havanas. 

This was a degree of camaradie on his part that 
made no appeal to my present temper. Besides, 
my supply of cigars was low. 

"You make very free," said I. 

"Share and share alike is my politics, after the 
manner of the freebooters who once beat these 



Digitized 



by Google 



178 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

seas/' he answered, with a grin. **Same for you with 
my liquor — any time you wish a drink, don't wait to 
knock but walk in and help yourself. A bottle and 
a jug of water are always on a stand. Fear not, I 
brought a case of the best with me. Now I must 
be trotting along, because I must be a happy swain 
like the rest of you; Ratchford and little Olive, 
you and Miss Caroline, which leaves to me either 
auntie or Sally Brown. I say, old chap, a romance 
between Mrs. Belknap and me would be a fast heat, 
eh?" His grin grew more extensive at this enter- 
taining idea. "Sally Brown — ^brown Sally it will 
have to be, I fancy, and a neat jade she is too. 
Wanted a cigar to smoke while at my love-making 
— should have a tumpity-tump-tump guitar also, then 
rd be an orthodox Spanish cavalier. Never heard 
me troll a love-song, eh ? Gad, it moves the ladies 
like yeast. Well, go at the Scotch whenever you 
like." And thereupon he stalked down the hall to 
pursue his scoffing amusement. 

I let him go without farther challenge; one must 
overlook some things in this lawless house or be 
continually in a quarrel. But that something more 
than a desire for cigars had taken him into my room 
I was sure, though when I examined my effects I 
found nothing missing and nothing out of place. 
The encounter left me uneasy, with a feeling that his 
visit portended no good, so that at last I went 
down again upon the veranda where I might shake 
off my restlessness. 

Evening gradually thickened into dusk. Mrs. 
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Belknap after a first haughty stare ignored me, and 
all that was left for me to do was to sit there twid- 
dling my thumbs or to go hunt up the scientist. 
The latter I chose to do. Descending the slope un- 
til I reached the beach, I strolled along it towards 
Dempster's cottage, but presently was diverted from 
my immediate purpose by descrying before me in 
the dusk the figure of a woman standing quite still 
on the sands. I could not see her distinctly. The 
water of the breaking comjbers slithered up almost 
to her feet, giving off a faint whiteness, a soft lumi- 
nosity, in the early night. Somehow, in her attitude, 
in her absolute quiet, she seemed an utterly solitary 
being. And then as I drew nearer I saw the person 
was Sally Brown. 

What she might be doing here and where Malmes- 
bury might be, who had left Webb House to visit 
her, were the first questions in my mind^ When 
I came even with her, I saw that she was peering 
at me. 

"Good evening," said I. 

"Oh, Mr. Masson, it's you I-' she exclaimed, in 
recognition. 

"I see you've learned my name," I remarked. 

"It was spoken at the store; that's how I know 
it." She advanced until she was close by me. "I 
was hoping to see you." 

"To see me I" 

"Yes, Mr. Masson." 

I waited politely while wondering what strange 
purpose led her to seek a meeting, but for two or 
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three minutes she did not speak. Once she turned 
her head over her shoulder to stare back into the 
gloom. 

"I wanted to thank you," she said, finally, "thank 
you for taking my part against Lafe Dodds this 
noon when he talked so insultingly." Then she 
went on in a low hurried voice, "I wanted you to 
know that I heard what he said, and saw you act, 
and to feel that I'm grateful." 

"Dodds was drunk and more or less irrespon- 
sible," I said. "Perhaps if he were sober " 

"Lafe's a fool. He'll keep on getting drunk just 
as often as he can." 

Believing the conversation now to be finished, as 
she remained silent, I was about to make my ex- 
cuses and pass on to Dempster's when her fingers 
clutched my sleeve. Again she was harking over 
her shoulder. 

"Some one's coming — Mr. Malmesbury prob- 
ably," she whispered. "He was at the store bother- 
ing me. Then he began to talk with that IVlexican 
and I slipped away to come here. Move back from 
the water. I've more to say." 

Not relishing the peculiar position in which I 
stood, as to any chance observer it would have all 
the appearance of a rendezvous, at the same time 
I could not refuse her request without being abrupt. 
Least of all would I care to have Malmesbury come 
plump upon us: I could see him — he would burst 
with laughter and afterwards at Webb House invent 
a scandalous narrative to hurl at his listeners' heads 
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when we all came together. So I yielded to her pull 
on my arm and retired to a place higher on the 
beach where we should be invisible against the dark 
background of the wood. 

True enough, the person was Malmesbury. He 
went by in the darkness whistling a music-hall tune, 
his spirits not a whit dashed by the fact Sally Brown 
had stolen away from him. I could barely make 
out the blur of his figure moving along the white 
edge of water; and then as he walked away, going 
towards Webb House, his lively whistle returned 
to us more and more distant. 

At last I said to my companion : 

"What is it you wish to say to me?'! 

"When Mr. Ratchford came back from Hampden 
he said you were here, said you were a law officer. 
I want to ask if it is true? Maybe I shouldn't speak 

of it, but if you are Since doing what you did 

this noon, if you are an officer I feel I ought to 
warn you to be careful of yourself." 

"Thank you," said I. 

An impulse to make what return she could for 
the service she imagined I had rendered her had 
led her forth upon the beach to find me. I felt a 
kindlier feeling for Sally Brown. 

"I wanted you to be on your guard," she said. 

"Be sure I appreciate your thinking of my safety," 
I answered. "But I'm not an officer of any sort. 
What particular sort of officer is Mr. Ratchford 
keeping his eye open for?" 

"I don't know." 
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"Is he busy at something to make him afraid of 
officers?" 

"I can't say any more, Mr. Masson, I was prob- 
acy foolish to come to talk to you at all. Harkl" 

On the beach in front of us some one had stumbled 
and vented his anger by an oath. Engaged as we 
were in talk we had heard no one upon the sands. 
But now as we remained listening, peering, we dis- 
tinguished the footfalls of the man and next when 
he came to a halt not twenty paces from us I was 
just able to make out his dim shape. Again he 
swore to himself. 

"Lafe Dodds," the girl at my side whispered. 

The young fellow stood motionless, so that in 
the darkness I doubted whether I saw him at all. 
A few stars were beginning to shine, but as yet with 
litde light. From the direction of Webb House 
there sounded above the surf random notes of 
Malmesbury's warbling whistle. 

Dodds exclaimed aloud: 

"Good thing you're home, you long-legged thief, 
instead of with my girl — or I'd get you." 

I felt Sally Brown's hand shake slightly on my 
arm, while she breathed faster. Her rejected lover, 
having seen Sally earlier depart from the store, 
then Malmesbury, had followed the latter, believ- 
ing a meeting between the two was probable. Well, 
it was I who had met Sally — ^but then Lafe no doubt 
was in a poor mood to distinguish between members 
of Webb House. I grimaced at the thought of 
shouldering the Englishman's plague. 
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"I must slip away," the girl breathed. 

"He'll hear and discover you," I warned. "Stay 
while I go and occupy his attention, then he'll not 
notice your steps when you go." 4 

Her clutch tightened on my arm. 

"No, no, he'll try to fight you again. He's been 
carrying a gun all the afternoon and bragging he'll 
drill some one who needs killing. You knocked him 
down — he means you. Keep away from him." 

The possibility existed of course that I was the 
man for whom he was gunning, yet the idea was 
not convincing. Since he barely got off with his 
life from Malmesbury and Moreles, was it not more 
likely that he hunted one or the other of them, or 
for that matter both? I was willing to chance a 
shot on that supposition. What, moreover, I de- 
sired was to make my peace with the belligerent 
youth and extract from him if possible the informa- 
tion he possessed conceming's Corwin's project. 

"Lafe won't shoot me, I think," I said. 

"He surely will, Mr. Masson, he surely will." 

"At least I shall risk it. I'm going, so say no 
more about the matter. Be ready to start away the 
instant you hear the two of us talking." 

"Very well," she replied, in a resigned whisper. 
"But I wish you weren't going." 

I let her have the last word, for I was ready to 
act. Circling some distance to the right, I ap- 
proached him with no effort at silence. He caught 
the noise of my shoes on the sand, grunted and de- 
manded to know who was there. 
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"It's I, Masson. And who's that speaking?" 

**Dodds — and don't come too near. What do 
you want? You and me ain't got any business talk- 
ing together after fighting," he declared pug- 
naciously, as if determined to preserve the conven- 
tionalities that should properly exist between 
fighters. 

I was near him now. An uncomfortable feeling 
lay at the pit of my stomach that his revolver might 
be directed there, but he had left open a road for 
discussion, by which most strained situations are im- 
proved. 

"Lafe, I'm willing to forget that little scrap if you 
are," I stated in a friendly tone. "I was lucky enough 
to knock you down simply because I'm a better 
boxer, not a better fighter. You're a regular wild- 
cat in a fight, Lafe, a whirlwind. Listen, you and 
I ought to be friends, because we've got the same 
enemies. Those men up at Webb House are trying 
to finish me, or drive me out of here — and do you 
know why? Because I'm Miss Webb's friend. 
Then another thing, I'm on to the fact that they're 
up to something crooked and if they knew that 
they'd cut my throat in a minute. Listen again, I 
followed Malmesbury out to that old log house on 
the creek and was hiding in the brush when they 
got you. I saw everything." 

"You saw those devils with me there?" he burst 
out. 

"Yes. When Malmesbury chased you " 

"And he didn't catch me," he broke in, exultantly. 
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"No, he didn't. You were too speedy for him. 
When he ran after you that Mexican stumbled upon 
me, stuck his gun in my face and then tied me up 
for awhile with a piece of fish-cord. He wanted 
to shoot me, but decided to wait till the English- 
man returned. I was in the same fix you were, only 
worse. After a little bit he went into the cabin 
and while he was gone I managed to get free.'* 

.In the darkness I was unable to measure on his 
face the effect of my recital. My words had been 
uttered rapidly lest he halt me from disbelief and 
in a low tone lest Sally Brown should still be by, 
though I was confident she had obeyed my injunc- 
tion to slip away the instant Dodds and I began 
to talk. 

"So they got you too and you beat 'em out," he 
said, surprised into a more friendly mood. "You 
ain't lying to me?" 

"Why should I lie to you? My story's as straight 
as a string. I don't belong to that gang; I'm here 
to help Miss Webb." 

For a little time he was silent. 

"Well, if that's so I reckon you're all square," 
he said. "She's a good lady, for she took medicine 
and stuff to eat to my old mammy when she was 
ailing. And she ain't in with those men, for Cor- 
win took her house a^ay when her daddy drowned 
— ^though I don't know for why she's hanging roimd 
here yet. If you're Miss Carry's friend — and ain't 
trying to steal Sally Brown from me like these other 
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fellers — ^why, there's no use of me and you fight- 
ing any more." 

Lafe was after all a human being. His revolver 
did not seem so dangerous after that speech; in 
fact, I imagined that he was not now pointing it 
at me. 

"What I'm trying to learn is the scheme these 
men are working on," said I, going to the point. 
"Once I find out, I'll have officers here who'll put 
them behind bars." 

"Behind bars is too good for 'em," he rejoined 
with feeling in which I had a hearty sympathy. 

"That is true, they should be lashed and branded. 
Still, they'll look pretty fine working in the coal 
mines along with a lot of bad niggers. You know 
what that means." 

"Yeh, I've heard tell they work 'em terrible 
hard." 

"I know this much — ^what they're doing here con- 
cerns the boxes and freight they're having Sam 
Brown haul over from Hampden — I saw them load- 
ing a wagon there at the depot" 

Dodds broke into a harsh laugh. 

"Sam's hauled a heap of wagon-loads for 'em. 
They think nobody knows — but I know. They kept 
the boxes in the old warehouse where they thought 
nobody'd see 'em. But they're gone now— -yeh, 
they're gone." 

"They're gone, what do you mean?" I asked 
quiddy. 
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My pulses began to beat softly. I realized I was 
on the tip of a discovery. 

"Why, this is how," he said. "Sam brought in 
a load one night and put it in the old warehouse. 
Then some other night — ^maybe a flight or two after 
— ^they took the boxes away, always in the middle 
of the night when everybody was asleep but them 
and me. I found out, because I was drunk one 
afternoon and went to sleep under a boat and woke 
up 'bout midnight, and was just going home when 
I saw 'em working, and thought it funny, and so 
watched till I made out what they were up to. After 
that I watched 'em regular. I reckon if they'd knew 
I was round they'd taken a shot at me. Last night 
they worked earlier, being there was a fog." 

In my eagerness to learn the secret I drew still 
nearer to him ; I could almost see his face. 

"Where did they take the boxes?" I asked. 

"Where do you think?" he chuckled. 

"How should I know? I don't have any knowl- 
edge of Cericia. Where did they take them?" 

"They put 'em away pretty well. I followed 
'em one night, when they didn't think any one was 
round. Yeh, I'm the feller that knows." 

The knowledge that he, aside from the conspira- 
tors, held the secret fed his vanity, and he enjoyed 
keeping me in tantalized suspense. I would have 
liked a club in my hand that minute with which 
to beat sense into his ignorant skull. 

"The old cabin — the boxes are there 1" I ex- 
claimed, with an inspiration. 
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"Nope, not there." 

"Then what were the Englishman and the Mcxi^- 
can doing there?" I demanded. 

"Well, I went out to see — followed the Mex. 
That's how I got caught. But I know that old 
cabin; a nigger died there and it's been haunted 
ever since, people say, so people are scared to live 
in it. It's empty." 

- I cast about for another explanation of the re- 
moval of the freight. Ah, could it be that Webb 
House itself could be the storage place? But to 
this suggestion Lafe returned another negative. 

"You meet me here to-morrow night and I'll 
show you where they've the boxes," he offered at 
last, generously. 

"Why won't you tell me now?" I questioned. 

"Nope, to-morrow night." 

Thus to be on the point of piercing the mystery 
and then to have his obstinate humor postpone the 
revelation was a bitter disappointment. He had all 
the twisted whimsy of the ignorant man, the vanity 
and Ratification of feeling his own importance, of 
prolonging a triumphant situation. 

"To-morrow night I'll show you," he repeated. 
Then added, "There comes a lantern. It's that sea- 
weed loon coming down from his house. Maybe 
he's going out to pull those weeds in the dark. I 
reckon he's sort of crazy. Some say he cooks and 
eats seaweed, instead of bread and pork, and wears 
it under his clothes next to his skin to keep off ma- 
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laria. He's crazy, sure enough, ain't right in his 
intellects." 

This opinion of the scientist held by Cericia folk 
in respect to his meals and his * 'intellects" I reserved 
for Dempster's edification; he would be interested 
to learn how the villagers conceived his science. He 
came towards us with his lantern swinging by his 
knee, casting loops of light at each step, until Dodds 
and I were brought within its radiance. Dempster 
saw us and lifted the lantern to obtain a better view. 

"Not fighting again?" he asked, smiling. 

"No, we've decided that we have nothing to fight 
over," I said. "Isn't that the case, Lafe?" 

"Yeh, I reckon we won't fight any more." 

Dodds looked from one to the other of us. Pres- 
ently he fixed his gaze on Dempster, whom he re- 
garded with absorption if not awe. A demented 
man — for such he considered my friend — is always 
of more than common interest. 

"Lafe is anxious to know if it's a fact," said I^ - 
**that you wrap seaweed round your abdomen to 
keep off malaria — ^we were just speaking of it." 

"Around the abdomen for malaria," Dempster 
replied, serious as a judge, "around the neck for 
colds, around the legs for pains anywhere." 

"I reckon I'll be going," Dodds said. 

"Don't hurry away," Dempster said. 

"And don't forget to-morrow night," I added. 

"I won't," said he. And he vanished into the 
darkness in the direction of the store. 

Dempster still held the lantern aloft. A quizzical 
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smile rested on his lips, he looked after the figure 
of Dodds. But he made no further comment upon 
my meeting with my erstwhile antagonist, or upon 
the seaweed medical cures. 

It appeared, by his statement after a little, that 
he was going for an evening ride in his boat on the 
water; the sea was smooth, the air quiet, the stars 
beginning to shine ; and he inquired if I should care 
to join him. I quickly assented. 

So with his lantern swinging once more by his 
side, he led the way down to the spot where his 
small boat lay keel up on the sand Removing our 
shoes and stockings and rolling our trousers to the 
knee, we floated the little craft and waded in the 
warm water until it rode free. Then we leaped in 
and Dempster caught up the oars. A few vigorous 
strokes sent us out through the combers so that we 
lay rising and falling on the sea. 

But we were not fifty yards from shore when 
Dempster paused in his stroke, suspending his oars. 

"I thought I heard a voice," he said. 

We listened. Nothing was to be heard but the 
soft slide of water along the gunwale and the easy, 
scarcely noticeable heaving of the sea. Then the 
wild cry of some man in mortal pain, like a death- 
shriek, came ringing over the water from the beach. 
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NIGHT RECONNOITER 

Our boat lifted under the swell, hung for a little, 
then sank again, while we sat motionless waiting 
with that curious expectation man has at a sudden 
cry of agony for it to be repeated. But night closed 
over the sea more complete, more empty, than ever; 
Webb House to the west showed lights, the village 
eastward here and there a twinkling lamp, but the 
space between the beach and the wood glooming be- 
hind was absolutely black. We continued to float 
placidly upon the water, wondering what the eerie 
call might mean until Dempster dipped his oars 
and gave the boat a forward thrust. 

"Some negro who was frightened by his own 
shadow," he remarked. "Anything is apt to fetch 
a yell out of one of them in the dark.'' 

**It didn't sound like a cry of mere fright," I 
answered, with the voice still ringing in my ears. 

"If it had been anything else we should have 
heard another. The fellow has skipped by this 
time, I'll wager, and in another two minutes will 
have his head under the bed-clothes." 

"Let us go on then," said I. 

With leisurely but strong strokes he rowed the 

191 



Digitized 



by Google 



192 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

boat farther from the shore, refusing my offer to 
relieve him and bending his shoulders to the work. 
When half a mile off Cericia, whose distant lights 
gleamed upon the sea, he lifted the oars in, lighted 
a cigar and leaned back in comfort. 

About us the sea swayed in smooth swells with- 
out sound, immense, calm, full of the stars that hung 
by hosts in the sky overhead. No lightest air fanned 
our cheeks. A profound stillness broken but by a 
gentler ripple at the boat's stern made all the world 
seem at peace. We relaxed, we smoked our cigars 
with slow enjoyment, only at intervals did we speak. 
Gradually the current of the gulf drifted us east- 
ward, until we were even with the village, until 
we were past it. But all at once Dempster stirred 
on his seat; I saw that he was gazing landward. 

"There are lights on the beach back yonder,'* 
he said. 

I looked over my shoulder. True, between the 
lights of Webb House and the windows of the ham- 
let flames went to and fro, now grouping together 
in one place, now separating, now passing back 
and forth with apparent aimlessness. But finally all 
the spots of light stayed at one point, the quarter 
from which had come the cry. 

**Ah, then something did happen there,'* I said. 

"It seems much like it. Listen, I can hear their 
voices." 

Distant utterances, and once a shout, traveled out 
to us across the water, so faint, however, that we 
could not distinguish tones nor judge their import. 
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That something had happened, something related 
to the cry, was plain. We speculated on what it 
might be, and the night to me all at once had lost its 
character of calm. 

"Shall we go back?" I asked. 

"No use. Whatever has happened, has hap- 
pened," he said, philosophically, "By the time we 
reached there the people would have dispersed. 
We'll learn the news, if there be any, when we go 
back, m row awhile now." 

Taking to the oars, he began to pull in the direc- 
tion of the current, that is, eastward, rowing with 
long vigorous strokes that sent the boat ahead at a 
lively pace. After an hour when I remarked that 
we were leaving Cericia at least three miles behind 
he only laughed. 

"I like exercise once in a while," he answered. 
Then he allowed the boat to float for half an hour 
longer, when he said, "We are going somewhere 
and we're nearly there." 

Indeed as he spoke he set again to rowing. At 
the end of fifteen minutes he rested on his oars and 
stared over his shoulder before him. At first I was 
unable to distinguish anything, though finally I made 
out a blur upon the water that was scarcely visible 
in the starlight. 

"Shore again?" I asked. 

"An island." 

I remembered that I had heard there were sandy 
islands along the beach to the eastward of Cericia. 

"Is this where you hunt seaweed at night?" I 
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inquired, recalling with a smile Lafe Dodds' state- 
ment about the scientist's night work. 

"Not this evening at least; this is not a case of 
seaweed," he rejoined. "Now, we must go quietly, 
Masson. Perhaps we shall discover something out 
of the ordinary here and perhaps we shall not, who 
knows — but silence is safest. I'm not usually curious, 
but I'm certainly curious about this island — ^that's 
why I'm here. You remember the Mexican who 
landed by the pier and talked with the two English- 
men? Well, I've a notion this is where he hangs 
out. Come along, we'll see." 

"The Mexican — ^the man is bad medicine, I think 
—but I'm glad you asked me along on this voy- 
age," I replied. 

"I judged he was bad," said Dempster. "That's 
why we must move with care." 

Exercising considerable expertness, he propelled 
the boat forward without a splash and with scarcely 
a creak of the oars. Our advance slowed; Demp- 
ster kept his head behind most of the time. Now 
and then he halted altogether to listen. But there 
was no sign of life on the low island that began 
to loom before us. The sound of waves lapping 
on its little beach could be plainly heard. 

Slower and slower Dempster rowed. He In- 
creased the length of his periods of listening. I 
glanced back over my shoulder in the direction from 
which we had come and saw but a single tiny point 
of light, a lamp in one of the upper windows of 
Webb House. Cericia seemed very distant, the 
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islet very hushed and lonely. The vague aspect of 
the latter here In the night had something ominous 
that I could feel but not define. 

We drifted steadily nearer. Occasionally Demp- 
ster assisted our progress by a gentle propulsion of 
the boat. When we were within fifty yards of the 
island's head he noiselessly lifted the oars in and 
stowed them on the bottom. 

"How's your nerve?" he asked, speaking guard- 
edly. 

"Never better; I'll travel with you as far as you 
want to go." 

A chuckle greeted my words ; he himself appeared 
in excellent spirits, as if he looked on the expedition 
as a lark. But with my more intimate knowledge 
of Moreles, with the recollection of the predicament 
in which I had been at the hidden cabin by the creek, 
I was more grave. Dempster had something yet 
to learn of the island's tenant. 

His hand on my knee warned me we were about 
to land and next minute the keel of our little craft 
grated on the shingle, slipped forward a short dis- 
tance on the lift of the following wave and then 
stuck. Out we stepped, thrusting our feet into the 
warm water and seizing the gunwale to draw the 
boat higher, moving stealthily lest even at that in- 
stant ears might be harking and eyes staring through 
the darkness to see us. 

We had reached the beach a short way eastward 
of the island's head and on the north shore, where 
the drift of current had borne the boat. Across half 
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^ mile or so of water I could see the horizontal blur 
of the mainland, dark in the starlight. Squatting 
on the sand to allow our eyes to become accustomed 
to the surroundings, I now perceived the nature of 
the islet — a stretch of sand some few feet above 
high tide, a low flat bank with a growth of coarse 
wiry grass and a scattering of trees. 

Dempster drew me into a whispered consultation. 

"We'll follow the beach," said he, "where our 
naked feet will be heard by no one. The other end 
of the island is where we want to get, about a quar- 
ter of a mile away." 

"Then you know this place ; youVe been here be- 
fore?" 

"I've rowed round it in my boat, even at that 
keeping well off shore. It was wise to have one's 
bearings, you know, before this trip. Through 
my glass I made out the tip of a tent yonder at 
the other end. Well, we'll not plan on leaving call- 
ing cards," he concluded, with a chuckle. 

Just then an idea popped into my head. 

"This is where they bring those boxes 1" I whis- 
pered. 

"You mean the boxes we saw in the wagon on the 
way from Hampden? I rather think you're right." 

"Thcre've been other wagon-loads come," I conr 
tinned, "counting them all, a good many loads." 

"Humph, you seem to have learned considerable 
in the short while you've been in Cericia." 

"Well, I've done what I could," I replied. "This 
is the way the men worked it — freighted the boxes 
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over from Hampden, bringing them in at night and 
stowing them in one of the old abandoned ware- 
houses, then on another night and at their leisure 
boating them here. This is Lafe Dodds' explana- 
tion; he has been watching them at it. He had just 
told me when you came down from your cottage 
with your lantern." 

Dempster for a moment remained silent, then he 
said : 

"If the boxes are here, perhaps we'll locate them. 
Come, I think we'd better start on." 

At this we set off along the lee of the island, keep- 
ing close to the fringe of grass that bordered the 
beach. Sheltered as this side of the isle was, un- 
exposed to the sweep of waves from the open gulf, 
the water did not break on the sands with any force 
but merely advanced and retreated with each suc- 
ceeding swell. 

Despite the sense of imminent danger that I had, 
I could not help but smile to think how we would 
have appeared in daylight, stealing along the beach 
with our trousers rolled to the knee, without hats, 
furtive, as if engaged on some piratical expedition. 
If Caroline Webb had seen us, unquestionably she 
would have greeted the sight with a peal of laugh- 
ter. 

We continued to advance. The island lay dark 
and still, save for the low slither of water at our 
side. So profound was the hush one would have 
imagined the place uninhabited — ^but no place that 
held Moreles could in any sense of the word be 
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said to be uninhabited. If the man were alone here 
I was confident that Dempster and I would do pretty 
well in a clash, but if the fellow had companions 
and we should stumble into them it would be an- 
other matter. Our chief danger lay in the possi- 
bility that the Mexican would fire at anything that 
moved about his camp, that he might hear us. And 
some Mexicans are excellent shots. 

"Go slowly now," Dempster cautioned, when we 
were drawing near the eastern end of the island. 
"The man's hereabouts; at least it was about here 
that I located his tent." 

Once again we proceeded, with senses alert and 
with careful feet. Suddenly as by a signal we both 
stopped. A faint glow of yellow lighted the isle 
fifty yards ahead of us, like a soft nimbus. We 
moved yet nearer. Here and there a tree took shape 
in the soft radiance, the long blades of grass bend- 
ing towards the beach could be distinguished. 

"The man's campfire," my companion remarked 
in my ear. "He is late at supper." 

Creeping forward to the screen of grass, we 
sought to obtain a clearer view of his camp. But a 
slight rise in the sand just here, a small hummock, 
interposed. 

Dempster touched my arm. 

"Listen to him, listen to the man," he said, cock- 
ing his head to hear. 

From the camp there sounded a voice. Moreles 
was singing, with no heed to guard the noise or to 
soften his words. He bellowed the measure with 
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reckless indifference to being heard, with harsh un- 
musical tones. The song he sung was a Mexican 
love-song. I arose and had a look at him. 

Moreles sat by the fire. A bottle was in his hand, 
a rag was bound about his brow, his head lay tilted 
back as he sang, the fireli^t falling bright on his 
bearded savage face. 

My swarthy friend of the. log cabin was taking 
his ease. 
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There was something unnatural in this scene of a 
man carousing alone here at night. All the cir- 
cumstances — ^the glow of the fire, the desolate char- 
acter of the place, the expanse of water on every 
side, the surrounding gloom — ^produced an atmos- 
phere at once weird and picturesque. Moreles — ^his 
figure harmonized with and completed the tableau. 
Two centuries earlier he might have been a Carib- 
bean buccaneer shipwrecked on this strand. And 
one wondered what dark passions beat in his heart, 
what obscure currents moved in his soul. 

Concluding his song, he set the bottle down and 
got to his feet, when he stretched himself in a yawn. 
Then he passed down to the beach, where he stood 
for a little and finally came towards us. We flat- 
tened our bodies against the sand, trusting to the 
grass and to the darkness to furnish concealment. 
As he came even with us I heard him muttering to 
himself in the manner ignorant men the world over 
have when absorbed in thought or when intoxi- 
cated. He halted nearby to light a cigarette; the 
flare of the match illumined his head and shoulders; 
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and afterwards he stood looking off towards Cericia 
as if he wished he were in Brown's store. 

For five minutes he continued motionless. Demp- 
ster and I, lying side by side as close as snails, even 
checked our breathing lest some chance inhalation 
too loud should reach his ears — a supposition not 
at all likely and due to taut nerves. But presently 
he returned along the sands to his camp. We re- 
newed our watch. Again he applied himself to the 
bottle, the companion of his sojourn here on the 
island, but he did not resume his singing, and soon 
he began to work at something or other just with- 
out the circle of firelight that we could not ascertain 
from our point of observation. Just where the 
faintest beams reached there rested under a tree a 
dark heap, about which he moved with now and 
again sounds of labor. 

"What is he^at?" I asked Dempster. 

"That's what we'll find out. Let us crawl round 
to the other side, then we'll learn." 

"We can't go by way of the beach," said I, "for 
his fire throws a light on the sands there." 

For a little he studied the lay of the ground. 

"Follow me; we'll take to the grass," he stated. 
"Creep carefully; slow's the word. No reason why 
we shouldn't make it without the greaser hearing 
us — he'll probably be too busy with his work to 
notice anything." 

By setting off on hands and knees through the 
grass and proceeding with infinite care we encircled 
the camp and approached it from the landward side. 
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A good fifteen minutes were consumed in the ma- 
neuver. When we arrived at the spot where the 
dark pile lay between us and the fire, we took occa- 
sion to rest. Moreles' figure was now fairly visible, 
except when it blended with the heap, as he took 
a step this way, a step that, or bent over or stood 
erect. 

That the dark heap was the freight from Hamp- 
den, the secret boxes by which the men of Webb 
House set such great store, I had already guessed 
— ^but what did these boxes contain? Why were 
they brought here ? At what did the Mexican work? 
These questions and others raced through my mind, 
raising my curiosity to the boiling-point and aggra- 
vating my impatience. 

"Let's get nearer; I can't see a thing here," I 
whispered to Dempster. 

"Very well. But wait till he next makes a trip 
to his bottle — ^that will be our opportunity." 

It seemed long in coming, though in fact the time 
was short. Moreles finally straightened up, rubbed 
his head and after a period of meditation walked 
to his liquor. The instant he turned his back we 
took advantage of the chance to go forward, rather 
more rapidly than was wise, for our passage made 
a rustle in the grass that I thought would alarm 
the whole island. Yet the man heard nothing: he 
lifted the bottle to his lips and drank. 

When we were at a spot that I fancied was quite 
near enough Dempster kept on creeping; he swerved 
aside so that the pile intervened and Moreles was 
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entirely hidden from view and instead of halting 
increased his speed. 

I caught him by the foot. 

''This will do; we can see from here," I said. 

"Damn it, man, let me be," he answered in a rasp- 
ing whisper. And on he crawled, I following at 
his heels, mightily surprised and almost aghast at 
this extraordinary daring. 

We came within twenty paces of the pile, indeed, 
within ten — ^by Jove, we were at the base of the very 
boxes themselves 1 

And none too soon. 

Moreles had returned. I could not see him, but 
his movements at the neighboring side of the heap 
next where we lay were audible and apprised me of 
the fact. 

Before me on the earth Dempster sprawled, an 
eye about the corner of a box to see what he could 
see — ^which left me to consider, if in thick dark- 
ness I could have been said to consider, the bare 
soles of his feet. This was highly unsatisfactory. 
The scientist ought not to have all the fun, so grad- 
ually I wriggled myself alongside him. 

With a snap a twig broke under the impact of 
my body as I came to rest. Instantly his hand 
closed in an iron grip on my shoulder. 

"You fool, do you want us murdered?" he 
breathed in my ear. 

"I've a gun and can murder too," I retorted. 

"Then keep still — or you may need it." 

The acute position we were in, and my excite- 
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ment, did not prevent me from marveling at the 
singular change that had come over the mild and 
philosophical scientist; he was another man. But 
danger produces queer transformation in human be- 
ings. Dempster all at once had become as bold as 
a lion, likewise as peevish as a disturbed rattler. 

A quarter of an hour passed. Moreles worked 
on. The rattle of the objects he moved sounded 
plain and occasionally there flashed from them a 
sharp gleam. Apparently he was engaged in sort- 
ing or repacking the contents of the several cases of 
freight. 

I was beginning to wonder how long this would 
go on, when my companion gradually and noise- 
lessly got to his knees. The Mexican was resting; 
he remained with hands on hips, his back to us and 
seemed disposed to stop for the night. Finally he 
put his arms above his head and indulged in an- 
other long yawn. Even a ruflian, I suppose, grows 
weary and must sleep like an honest man. He 
finally went to the fire, where he sat down and seized 
on his bottle. 

Dempster slid round the corner of the boxes inch 
by inch, a desperate advance in which I promptly 
joined him. No pair of assassins stealing on a vic- 
tim could have been more cautious or more deter- 
mined than were we to learn now in what wares Cor- 
win dealt. When Moreles drank we glided forward, 
when he lowered his bottle we were quieter than 
the shadows in which we li^rked; and fortunately 
he applied himself repeatedly to the liquor with in- 
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tent of rounding out his evening's potations in ample 
measure. 

Well, when he had drained the last drop and 
hurled the bottle into the grass we were beside one 
of the boxes over which he had worked. Moreles 
stood and rubbed his cheek. He looked at his tent, 
then he looked uncertainly towards where we hid. 
In the matter of resuming his task he apparently 
felt a pressing need to go on; it was toss and go 
in his mind whether or not to finish the job. If he 
returned it meant our discovery, which in turn meant 
that Moreles would have a fresh surprise. 

He continued to ponder, his mind pointing two 
ways. Now if ever was our chance to learn Cor- 
win's secret. A box resting on a second was at my 
elbow, the lid was off, and, rising half-erect, I put 
my arm over its side and down into its hold — it was 
only part full of what it contained. My groping 
hand encountered an object, one of a number, that 
was smooth and hard; my fingers closed over a 
round, slender, metal cylinder. A flash of exulta- 
tion went through me— I knew this merchandise, 
and putting one and one together to make two, knew 
the market for which it was destined. Little won- 
der these men hid their traffic 1 

Impulses are nerve reactions, I've heard, — well, 
I had an impulse. Nothing would satisfy me now 
but that I should carry home, so to speak, a scalp 
of our expedition. I got a firm hold on one of the 
objects, gently lifted it up from its rest — and then 
our luck, which until the present had continued ex- 
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tremely well, flew away at this rashness. The con- 
tents of the box had by the Mexican's work evident- 
ly been pushed into a loose position so that they 
were partly supported by my prize; they hung for 
an instant and then slid free and rattled into a 
new place, some of them knocking against the wood, 
some clashing together. The noise was not espe- 
cially loud, but to my dismayed ears it might as 
well have been a crash of thunder. 

Dempster choked back an exclamation. That 
Moreles had heard the sound too, muffled though it 
was, was plain by his actions, for he swiftly jerked 
his head about, came two steps towards us and then 
stood listening with beard thrust out, figure tense, 
the very image of suspicion. 

I slowly lowered my trophy to my side, because 
there was nothing else to do, because, moreover, I 
had no intention of now abandoning it. A prize so 
hardly gained was not lightly to be laid down, — 
besides, it might come in handy. Dempster started 
to retreat, backing into me, and in consequence I 
began to withdraw; each of us exercising all the deli- 
cate care of which we were capable and trusting to 
the darkness to make good our escape. 

With suspicion unallayed Moreles stared fixedly 
in our direction. His hand crept little by little down 
to his hip, where it remained, then almost imper- 
ceptibly he edged toward one side and out of the 
firelight in order to come round from behind and 
take us at a disadvantage. But Dempster and I 
were not idle. Our crab-like retreat at last got us 
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to the comer of the pile where first we had hid. I 
was just passing about this when the scientist 
pressed backward unexpectedly, caught me off my 
balance and tumbled me over, so that the object I 
bore away with me struck with a loud thump against 
one of the boxes. 

Moreles' arm jerked forward; his revolver 
cracked twice in quick succession, with the bullets 
thudding into the cases close by us. And then with 
a bound he vanished into the darkness, like some ill- 
favored night bird. 

"Get along with you, you clumsy idiot 1" Demp- 
ster grated out between his teeth. "You've done 
enough mischief — ^move lively if you want to see 
Cericia again." 

On this occasion I had no spirit for response, 
though he himself was responsible for my fall; we 
were in a ticklish position and now was not the mo- 
ment for controversy. If Moreles succeeded in get- 
ting us between him and the light, there would be 
a fresh fusillade of shots and probably with dire re- 
sults. So turning about therefore the two of us 
made our way off on hands and knees, penetrating 
the grass for forty or fifty paces and being exceed- 
ingly intent just then on covering distance rather 
than on preserving silence. There we sank prone 
on the earth. 

"What's that thing you're dragging along?" 
Dempster asked, with his lips to my ear. 

"Never you mind; what the devil did you butt 
me over for back yonder?" I hissed in reply. 
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"Hushl" said he. 

Off to the left of us sounded a soft, slow brush 
of feet through grass, barely to be heard. The 
Mexican had circled and now advanced on the camp 
from landward, either supposing his invaders yet 
crouching by the pile of boxes or expecting to see 
them revealed against the fire. At intervals he 
halted. During one of these pauses I drew my re- 
volver from my pocket in order to be prepared in 
case he happened on our concealment. In such an 
eventuality I did not know what Dempster would 
do, but for myself my mind was made up— I should 
beat the Mexican to the first shot. One has no com- 
punctions in swiftly shooting a tiger — Moreles was 
a human tiger. 

Slowly our tracker came closer; by the sound he 
was not more than twenty feet away. A long pause 
ensued. The beat of blood in my temples was like 
the rapid rhythmic pounding of a tiny hammer. 
Once more Moreles advanced, until he was but ten 
feet away : my hand closed tight on my pistol. And 
again there came the faint rustle of grass, then si- 
lence. Against the stars I dimly beheld his dark 
fi^gure above us, motionless, inimical, harking with 
the sharp alertness of an animal, straining to catch 
any betraying sound. I could have put forth a hand 
and almost have touched his ankle. 

My weapon was leveled at his breast; my finger 
was crooked roimd the trigger. Beside me Demp- 
ster lay still as a dead man. A light puff of wind 
stirred over the island, moving the grass-blades in 
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a whisper, only to cease and leave the silence more 
taut than before. Moreles never knew that vagrant 
breath of air among the trees, had he advanced 
then but one more step, would have borne away 
with it his savage soul. j 

But instead the step was taken towards the camp. Y 
He crept off as he had come, stealthily, and I let my 
revolver sink down while I experienced a feeling of 
physical slackness, of exhaustion, a sense of tragedy 
just grazed. At my side Dempster took an immense 
breath. 

"Too near for comfort, that. His toes were al- 
most in my ribs," he murmured. 

"L wonder if I should have -" 

But I did not speak the rest of my thought. As 
propped on a hand I stared back at the camp the 
doubt I only in part had expressed still filled my 
mind. Should I not have shot the man down in his 
tracks, as one kills a rattler? Had I not erred in 
letting this savage enemy of society escape? What 
deeds might he not yet do— life was imperiled wher- 
ever he walked; dead he would be harmless. 

Once his figure appeared some way off against 
the light of the campfire as he crept towards the pile ^ 
of freight. The man and I twice now had touched 
points : on the one occasion he held me in the hol- 
low of his hand, on the other his life hung on the 
mere pull of a trigger. And yet, by the will of 
God, each of us lived! 

I rose to my feet. **We'd better go while the go- 
ing's good," said L 



Digitized 



by Google 



210 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

"Yes, he may presendy take it into his head to 
drde round the beach," Dempster returned. "I 
would be annoyed if I found him waiting for us in 
our boat." 

"Probably you would," said I. "Especially if he 
proposed rowing us home — dead." 

"Take a line to the south, then, till we strike 
water. Once on the beach it will be easy going." 

Southward we proceeded therefore, still exercis- 
ing care as long as we were within range of Moreles' 
camp, but quickening our pace when well away. 
Through the scattering of trees we passed at a lively 
pace and came down upon the southern beach with- 
in five minutes, thence went at a trot along the sand 
until a narrowing of the island informed us we were 
approaching its western point. By the flame of a 
shielded match we soon located our boat. 

Just as we were shoving it into the water there 
came from inland the faint report of a shot. Demp- 
ster laughed. 

"The fellow thinks he's potting us again. Heave 
away, now she floats. Step in." 

With a powerful push of an oar he forced the lit- 
de craft out from shore, then seated himself to 
row. 

"And what did you find in the box?" he inquired- 

"An explanation," I answered. 

"Explanation?" 

"Yes, of what Malmesbury meant when he said 
he was a *metal worker.' They are all metal work- 
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ers — Corwin, Ratchford, Malmesbury, Moreles.'* 
"And the particular kind of metal?" he asked. 
"Gun metal. I have here on my knees a fine 

Krag rifle that will never see Mexico." 
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CHAPTER XVI 

WHAT THE CRY MEANT 

Though it was near midnight when Dempster and 
I landed at Cericia, Webb House was still brightly 
lighted, at which I felt some wonderment, for ex- 
cepting Ratchford and Malmesbury, who were 
night-owls, the household generally retired between 
the hours of ten and eleven. Dempster too bespoke 
the fact, remarking that the mansion had the ap- 
pearance of a house that entertained. Having en- 
trusted the rifle to the scientist lest the Englishmen 
should see it and divine that I had been on a jour- 
ney to the island, I gave the brilliancy of the dwell- 
ing no further thought. I was tired, though in good 
spirits — in good spirits because the cat was out of 
the bag so far as Corwin's conspiracy was con- 
cerned. 

How long Caroline had been standing on the 
veranda against my return I know not, but as I 
marched up the slope whistling to myself she flew 
down to meet me. She caught me by the arm, ut- 
tered the words, "Don't let them hear you!*' and 
drew me away. Both surprised and perplexed I fol- 
lowed where she led to a spot some distance off in 
the darkness. 

212 



Digitized 



by Google 



WHAT THE CRY MEANT 213 

"What's happened?" I askcA 

"Something terrible," she said, in great excite- 
ment. "Haven't you heard — don't you know? 
Where have you been all evening?" 

As I perceived her nervous state I became steady, 

"I haven't heard anything in particular and I've 
been for a row on the water." 

"They're accusing you of Ae decdl" 

"Who is accusing me?" 

"Every one, all Cericia-" 

I was figuratively as well as literally in the dark 
as to what she stated — and we seemed to be get- 
ting nowhere by our talk. Whatever had happened, 
and apparently something out of the ordinary had 
occurred, it did not involve me. Any misapprehen- 
sion on that point could quickly be corrected. 

"Suppose you begin at the beginning and tell me 
all about it, Caroline," I said. "I haven't the least 
notion in the world what you're talking about, nor 
can I imagine why Cericia should be in a pother, 
especially in any matter that has to do with me.' 

"It's about Lafe Dodds," she exclaimed. 

"Well, what's Lafe done?" 

"Done — he's done nodiingl He's dead, been 
murdered!" • 

"Ah," said I. And I remembered that cry that 
had come from the beach ringing over the water. 

The news was indeed startling. To have talked 
with the young fellow in the early darkness, to have 
been with the reckless scamp but three or four hours 
previous, and now to learn he was dead, — ^yes, it 
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was a shock. An uneasiness at I knew not what 
began to take possession of me. 

"Lafe dead?'' I said, presently. "Then he must 
have died very suddenly, for I was chatting with 
him on the sands down yonder just as night fell." 

"That's what Sally Brown said, what every one 
is saying," she responded "That's why they're 
accusing you of the murder." 

Caroline was so wrought up over the tragic event 
that she could not tell a connected story, so I set to 
work to draw the facts from her as she knew them. 

"How was he killed?" I asked. 

"Stabbed. And they say it was you, Tom. Of 
course you didn't do it ; I know you didn't do it — but 
they all say you did. The whole village is clamoring 
against you. My aunt and cousin believe it; Mr. 
Ratchford and Mr. Malmesbury say " 

"Trust them to put in a word where it will count 
for their interest, the scoundrels," I interrupted. 
"Well, go on." 

"They're all waiting up for you to come home. 
Aunt and cousin whisper together and looked at me 
as if I was a murderer myself simply because I had 
been with you this afternoon. The two men have 
been walking up and down, up and down the living- 
room as if they were pleased." 

"Because they believe they'll now be rid of me," 
I put in. 

"Yes. And from time to time Mr. Ratchford 
would turn his face towards me, smiling and smiling 
with his wicked lips — it was like he had his fingers 
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on my throat. It made me shudder. At last I 
couldn't remain there; I couldn't breathe the same 
air. I came out on the porch to wait for you and to 
warn you. Oh, it's all terrible !" 

I reached out and caught her hand to comfort her. 

"This is no place for you," said I. "Things are 
growing worse. To-morrow Dempster shall take 
you to Hampden and from there you can go to my 
uncle at Philadelphia." 

Her fingers tensed in mine. 

"I will not — I will not run away when you're in 
trouble. It has all come about because of me ; I will 
not go." 

"But it will be wisest, Caroline, and safest." 

"I'll not go," she declared, firmly. "I shall stay 
and help you." 

Her whole mind was obstinate; indeed, her very 
figure was set. 

"Caroline, I could box your ears for being so 
stubborn," I said, "and I've half a mind to." 

"Box away. I'll not move a step from Cerida,'* 
— and then with a trace of offended pride — "Pm 
not stubborn; I'm only inflexible in doing what is 
right." 

Almost I could see her lips pressed together in 
determination. As for the particular adjective 
proper to describe the character of her mood and 
resistance, I reserved at the moment the privilege 
of making my own choice. 

"Very well, Pm resigned," I said. "TeU me how 
Lafe Dodds passed in his chips." 



Digitized 



by Google 



2i6 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

"How can you speak sol'* she exclaimed. "He 
was stabbed, stabbed to death, with half a dozen 
stabs In his breast." 

"Where was he murdered?" 

"Down there on the beach. They say it was 
where you were talking with him, where Sally Brown 
says you were talking with him. His body was 
found by a man who stumbled over It shortly after 
he had been killed. It lay on the sand, wet with 
blood — and he was quite dead. Oh, Tom, who 
could have done it? All Cericia was aroused and 
came there, white people and black. And you're to 
be arrested for the murder." 

"Am I ?" I could not help but respond a bit dryly. 
"Well, well, we'll see about that." 

"You don't know all, or you wouldn't make light 
of it. They accuse you because they say they found 
proof that you're the man who stabbed him — ^this, 
in addition to what Sally Brown told. She didn't 
speak at first, until they found your cap in the dead 
man's fingers, the cap you've worn several times — 
and there was blood on it. I can't imagine how he 
had your cap, or how you happened to be talking 
there with Sally Brown in the dark. It's all mysteri- 
ous, terrible." 

The position in which I stood in regard to the 
murder began to appear not quite so simple. To be 
sure, I had gone from Webb House bareheaded into 
the evening, but my cap, if it had got into Lafe 
Dodds' dead hand, would be incriminating evidence. 
With that headgear there, and Cericia knowing that 
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I had quarreled with Dodds at noon by the store, 
little wonder the ignorant village should settle upon 
me as the author of the crime. A plausible expla- 
nation would be, to which the Brown girl's story 
would lend color, that Dodds ^nd I again had come 
to blows and I had killed him. 

That Lafe and I had made our peace and more- 
over arranged a future meeting was unknown to the 
local inhabitants and, indeed, if told would be 
scoffed at as a murderer's invention. Well, in any 
case, one thing was shown clearly : it doesn't pay to 
meet secretly with a strange woman at night. Sally 
Brown's story might yet make me considerable 
trouble. 

My chief consolation in the case was that despite 
probable unpleasantness and inconveniences I had a 
sound alibi. It was the greatest piece of luck in the 
world that Dempster had come down the slope while 
I talked with Dodds and that he had carried me 
off to his boat. If instead, for instance, he had de- 
cided to assort seaweed at his cottage, — ^well, I did 
not find it a cheerful subject to speculate on in that 
contingency. 

First of all, I wished to clear Caroline's mind 
regarding my meeting with Sally Brown. 

"Let me explain," said I. **My meeting with 
the storekeeper's daughter was purely accidental on 
my part. According to her word she left the store 
to escape Malmesbury's attentions — ^she does not 
seem to be the girl all her sordid associations might 
indicate. While on my way to Mr. Dempster's 
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house I ran across her and she wanted to thank me 
for knocking Lafe Dodds down when he had In- 
sulted her — at the time I could do no less, would 
have done no less with any man who talked in that 
fashion of a woman ; besides, he wouldn't let me 
pass. Then too she thought I was an officer of some 
sort and wanted to warn me to be careful. We had 
but begun to talk when we heard Malmesbury go- 
ing by — she was alarmed and we drew aside. Con- 
sidering everything the girl is rather an enigmatical 
person, superior to her father, I think, and she 
seemed to imagine that I had defended her against 
Dodds' aspersions. Whether she Is friendly to 
Ratchford and Malmesbury, or Is neutral, or is in- 
different to everything except her own affairs, I don't 
know. After Malmesbury had passed and while she 
was thanking me, Dodds arrived, suspecting appar- 
ently an appointment between Sally Brown and 
Malmesbury. Just in front of us he halted. In 
order to let her get back to the store unseen I went 
down to talk to him. I'm not especially proud of 
my meeting with her — ^by;no choosing on my part — 
but I'm not ashamed of it. A chance encounter. She 
took the occasion to express her appreciation for my 
knocking Dodds down ; and I thought to do no harm 
by listening to her. And in order to have her escape 
unobserved I went to Dodds; that's how I hap- 
pened to be talking to the fellow." 

A breath of pent-up Interest escaped her. "And 
then?" she eagerly asked. 

Had the situation been less grave, her heart less 



Digitized 



by Google 



WHAT THE CRY MEANT 219 

full of anxiety, I should have smiled at her quick 
tone. As it was I rejoiced in this evidence of her 
solicitude, 

"Lafe and I talked matters over when we met 
and decided to become friends, found we had noth- 
ing to quarrel over," I continued, "We discovered 
that we had common enemies and so we determined 
to unite against them— our feeling was friendly. 
Why, when we separated we were going to meet to- 
morrow night and he was willing to show me what 
he had learned of Corwin's operations here. Lafe 
was no fool, he had found out things." 

"And then — ^then when you separated?" She 
shook my hands nervously with hers. 

I gave a soft laugh. 

"And then, do you think I put a knife into him? 
No. While we were still talking, Mr. Dempster 
came down from his cottage, carrying a lantern, 
and joined us, spoke a word with Lafe and me. 
Then Dodds started away towards the store and 
Dempster invited me to join him in a row on the 
water — ^which I did The scientist and I have but 
returned." 

An interval of silence succeeded. I felt her hands 
dose once on mine and then relax. 

"That makes me glad — I knew you hadn't stained 
your hands with blood," she said at last, softly. 

I recalled how near that night I had been to shed- 
ding Moreles', but then in the category of human 
beings the Mexican did not count. 

"I knew, I knew in my heart you could not be 
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guilty of murdering him," she went on. "But the 
accusation, the suspense, the danger you were in, 
the fear that you inunediately would not be able to 
prove your innocence, lay like ice on my heart — ^and 
you were away agesl" 

"Well, here I am, so far safe and sound. And I 
shall remain that way.'* 

"Ah, you must-4-yes, you must," she returned. 
"You must be very careful until the people of Cericia 
know you did not commit this murder. You must 
tell me everything you do, so that we can watch 
together and work together." 

"Nothing could suit me better," I exclaimed, 
pressing her hand warmly. 

In some confusion she withdrew that member, 

"I didn't mean my words in that way. I 

meant " She hesitated, then continued, "Well, 

you see we're partners, so I'm naturally interested 
in whether you're to be alive or you're to be 
hanged." 

"Take it from me now, I don't intend to be 
hanged for the killing of Lafe Dodds. Possibly be- 
fore I'm done I shall have to kill Ratchford, or 
Malmesbury, or Corwin, or Moreles, or all of them, 
including Sam Brown, and on that account run some 
risk of hanging, though their elimination should de- 
serve a decoration, but for Lafe Dodds, never. I 
didn't kill him." 

"Don't speak of so many deaths. I'll never sleep 
a wink," she declared, with a shiver. "And now 
what shall we do?" 
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"Go into the house — Fm hungry. We'll have 
some cake and milk." 

"Can you eat now, after all this?" she cried, in 
wonder. 

**I not pnly can, I'm going to. And you're going 
to nibble a few crumbs yourself along with me — ^it 
will do you good." 

"Never 1 I couldn't touch a bite. Men are a 
mystery, — ^why, even to think of eating at such a 
time! The old saying is right that a man's first 
thought is of his stomach." 

"Always and ever," I confirmed. "He believes 
that the stomach is everything, the soul nothing — 
the soul is for the other sex. Come along while I 
rummage the ice-box and pantry." 

"I never really believed it before, but now I do. 
Man is a creature built around a digestion." 

"Something like that — ^he's entirely primitive." 

"He certainly is," she sighed. "Here you come 
and learn that an accusation of murder is resting 
over your head and immediately you want food, 
just food." 

"That is instinct," I answered, "the male's in- 
stinct to secure strength and fortify his powers 
against threatening combat." 

"Very well, that may be the explanation — but 
come on, I'll stuff you, whatever's the reason." 

Going to the house, we entered the living-room, 
where we found the occupants very much employed 
as Caroline had described them. Mrs. Belknap and 
Olive at once cast hostile looks at us ; Ratchf ord and 
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Malmesbury halted in their pacing of the floor to 
regard me In silence, — on the face of the one a 
sinister, triumphant smile and in the bearing of die 
other a cold and mocking satisfaction. 

"Aha, our desperate character has returned," 
Ratchford remarked, after a little. "Pretty tales 
are flying about Cericia concerning you, my dear 
Masson." 

"I trust you to keep them on the wing," I re- 
plied. 

"We here in Webb House will have to look more 
closely to ourselves," he pursued, never relaxing his 
smile, "now that we know you carry a dirk in your 
boot — and can use it." 

"Well, does a knife more or less matter? You 
had already learned first-hand that I carry a re- 
volver, which is more to the point. I also can use 
that and will use that if occasion demands." 

He gave a twist to his mustache. 

"An admirable occasion will arise, old chap, when 
officers come to make your arrest. Til watch to sec 
how you conduct yourself then and how straight you 
shoot." 

"My bullets are for men who need them more," 
was my answer. And with that warning I went 
towards Caroline, who waited by the dining-room 
portieres. 

I was not to go free yet; Malmesbury must have 
his gibe. 

"I see youVe washed the blood off your hands,'* 
he sneered. 
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"Can you answer the same?" I asked, quietly. 
And as he continued to stand, his long figure rest- 
ing slack on a foot, his hands in his trousers' pock- 
ets, and scowling, I went on, "Fm aware now why 
you were in my room this evening and of what you 
rifled it besides cigars. It may not interest your 
boon companion, our dear Ratchford there, to know 
why you were in my chamber, but Til wager a thou- 
sand dollars against an English muffin he would be 
curious if he knew what you and the Mexican were 
privately arranging against him and Corwin. Am 
I right?" 

Slowly Ratchford turned on his heel for a dark 
look at the other. Then he came a step towards 
me. 

"What's this? What do you know?" he de- 
manded, sharply. 

"You've heard of such a thing as honor among 
thieves — inquire of your friend," said I. And there- 
upon I joined Caroline and we passed from the 
room. 

In the kitchen she and I sat down to a table. The 
negro servants, despite the late hour, were not yet 
away in their beds but grouped there in discussion, 
their tongues wagging and their eyes rolling to the 
whites, — a gathering which our entrance hushed. 
Bidding them all except the friendly cook be off to 
their quarters, I fell with ravenous appetite on the 
bread and meat and milk placed on the board. Caro- 
line made but a pretense of eating. 

Meanwhile I explained to her the words I had 
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addressed to Ratchford; how I had come on 
Maknesbury in my room and my certainty that it 
was he who had supplied the murderer with my cap 
— ^the incriminating evidence. The Englishman 
himself had not conmiitted the crime of course, hav- 
ing gone whistling up to the house, though I should 
not have put past him the use of the knife if an- 
other assassin had been wanting; and in the brief 
time between when Dempster and I had separated 
from Dodds and when we had heard his death 
scream ringing over the water Malmesbury could 
not have returned. Anticipating what would hap- 
pen he doubtless had been careful to show himself 
about Webb House at the time of the attack and of 
its subsequent discovery. His infamy was now clear 
in my mind : on obtaining my cap from my room he 
had at once gone to deliver it to his assistant, put 
his murderous plot in operation and had then re- 
turned home. And the murderer had promptly set 
out to trail his victim, Lafe Dodds, when the latter 
left the store. 

Looking back over the evening, I realized that 
the moment when Malmesbury had determined upon 
my ruin, though he knew not then of my visit to 
the abandoned cabin, was when he stood on the 
veranda leaning against a pillar, gazing down upon 
me. He would remove me, an obstacle, and Dodds, 
an active enemy, at a single stroke. I recalled the 
wicked look which had grown in his eyes as he held 
me in his regard, the evil that lined his features. 
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Then it was that he had conceived the crime and 
then that he had acted. 

"Time for bed, Caroline," said I, when I had 
finished my lunch. "You say you've a revolver; keep 
it close to your hand. I don't fancy there'll be any 
trouble, but I want you armed in case anything 
should happen." 

"I'll have it close by," she replied. 

On leaving the kitchen and passing through the 
dining-room out into the broad hall, we found 
Katchford there pacing to and fro. As he per- 
ceived us his head came up, his sardonic smile re- 
turned. 

"If I'd been invited, I should have eaten a bite 
myself," he said, with an agreeable air. 

"The invitation being lacking, why, you went 
himgry," said I shortly, "as many a rogue before 
you, Ratchford, has done." 

But he did not lose his composure. He jingled 
some coins, now with his eye on Caroline, now with 
It longer on me, until I asked him to stand aside in 
order to permit Miss Webb to have the use of the 
stair. 

"By all means; I beg your pardon, Miss Webb, 
for this unintentional rudeness," he replied. "I hope 
you have a pleasant rest." 

She made no answer, but went up the steps noise- 
lessly. 

"Well?" I asked. 

"A word with you," said he. And then after a 
^ance upward to see that she was quite out of 
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hearing, "YouVc in a bad predicament, Masson, — 
one from which youVe not likely to escape without 
assistance. I wish to make a proposal to render 
that help, based, of course, on conditions.** 

"Bad ones, I'll venture,*' said I. 

"Judge of them when you've heard me out.** 

He could not wholly disguise his latent hatred, 
however much he might try, and all at once it shot 
from his eyes in a sharp gleam. We were two ene- 
mies face to face with no occasion to dissemble, yet 
for some purpose of his own he was holdmg his 
feelings in check. 

"Proceed," I stated. 

"I shall do so. What I have to say is this — if 
you agree to leave Cericia to-night I'll endeavor to 
prove your innocence of this murder. And I fancy 
I can do so successfully." 

I smiled. "So you know the real murderer, do 
you?" I asked. 

"You're the man, no question about that. My 
idea is not to prove you guiltless, but to make you 
appear so, in order that no pursuit will be made and 
that you may go free.'* 

"Generosity itself. And how will you do it?** 

"By either securing a witness who'll give you an 
alibi, or by becoming such a witness myself if neces- 
sary. What do you say?** 

"I say you're pretty rotten at core," I answered. 

My opinion did not disturb him. He remained 
cool, his eyes fastened on me, his demeanor unruf- 
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fled, waiting for me, as he probably thought inevi- 
table, to come to his way of thinking. 

"That's not your final reply, as you'll soon con* 
elude," he stated. "For you need help to escape. 
This is my bargain : you are to go from Cericia and 
I'm to help clear you." Involuntarily he glanced 
up the stair where Caroline had gone, a glance that 
betrayed his secret motive. "The meat of the mat- 
ter is, Masson, that you and I do not get on well 
together here and therefore I want you away." 

"Well, if I should go. Miss Webb would go too," 
I said. 

"No, she remains. That's part of the bargain." 

"You damned scoundrel, to offer me such a propo- 
sition!" I said, between closed teeth. "You're fit 
only to be locked up, as you shall be. Fm ashamed 
to have listened even to this much of your talk. 
Keep away, before I get my fingers on your throat.'* 

His smile never changed; he was the same self- 
possessed Ratchford. By no change of counte- 
nance or wink of eye did he show that my cutting 
words affected him, though I knew they were dis- 
tilled like gall in his heart against the time when 
he hoped to repay them a hundred-fold. 

"You'd t/ctter sleep on what I've proposed, Mas- 
son," he said. "When you see Cericia hammering 
on the door of Webb House to-morrow morning to 
take you out and hang you down yonder at the pier, 
then I think you'll be glad to reconsider and come 
to me. So much for that. Now there's another 
matter of which I wish to speak." 
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"Indeed, I don't believe I care to hear of it. Fm 
going to bed." And I advanced and put a foot on 
the stair. 

"Wait, if you please~even with your ideas of 
propriety you can hear me out in this. To what did 
you refer when you mentioned that Malmesbury 
and the Mexican, whom I suppose you've seen, were 
planning something against me?" 

He grew thoughtful, his brow gathering in knit 
lines. 

"You'll have to learn that by your own efforts — 
what is my word, a supposed murderer's, worth?" 
I paused for a time to let him speak if he wished, 
but apparently he did not wish. "But I'll go so far 
as to say the two of them are cutting under you 
some way, somehow, that I don't know. Therefore 
look sharply to your business. I'm not giving this 
information for love of you, be sure of that, but 
for a reason of my own — ^but it's true." 

His brows still carried a question. 

"What the devil are you driving at?" he finally 
exclaimed. "Tell me something." 

I smiled. So far he had had all the smiling to 
hunself. 

"My dear Ratchford, that you must discover," 
said I. 

Whereupon, trusting considerable to the power 
of a mystery, I mounted the stair to go to my room. 
The last thing I saw over my shoulder was the lithe 
Englishman's figure standi^ in the hall and his 
frowning, handsome face gazing upward. 
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CERICIA THE BOLD I 

Webb House had acquired a new importance in the 
mind of Cericia. Hitherto it had been to the vil- 
lagers the embodiment of all that imagination could 
conceive in the way of wealth, station and power; — 
an abode of more fortunate beings, the habitation 
of the master who owned these thousands of acres 
and who to a considerable degree controlled their 
own destinies; and in consequence, for the humble 
folk, its affairs had ever been a regular subject of 
speculation and a fresh source of interest. And to 
this prominence of the dwelling was now added the 
distinction that its four walls enhoused a supposed 
murderer. 

Strange as it would appear, murder because of 
the inseparable horror associated with the deed, a 
horror arising from an unnatural transgression of 
life and a savage violation of soul, is always a fas- 
cinating subject to the mind. The slain and the 
slayer contribute equally to the morbid theme. 
Therefore while Lafe Dodds by his death won a 
notability in Cericia not possessed during his life- 
time, If in my turn, too had a share of honor, 
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When, after breakfast next morning, I went with 
Caroline Webb out upon the veranda, a score or 
more persons stood in groups not far off on the 
beach. A number of the men and women were 
white, the others black, with children of each hang- 
ing about them — the elders talking, questioning, ges- 
ticulating and gazing towards the mansion with a 
suppressed excitement that fed, I doubted not, on 
wilder and wilder reports. 

At sight of me a louder buzz among them sounded 
upward. Fingers were pointed, heads craned my 
way. Some of the people who were not yet quite 
arrived hurried forward, calling as they came to 
know what was what. One man lifted his hand, 
against the house and presently all were shaking 
their fists, uttering cries and venting curses and 
threats. Cericia was in small mood to inquire for 
facts or to listen to reason. Then little by little the 
demonstration died down, until mere talk followed 
and the groups shifted about, forming and reform- 
ing, while the children began to chase each other in 
play over the sand. 

Dempster, walking towards the house, attracted 
my attention. Regarded as mildly mad by the vil- 
lagers he was allowed to pass unmolested, indeed 
he was scarcely noticed, and so, mounting the slope, 
he came to where Caroline and I were seated. 

'*Good morning, friends. May I join you in en- 
joying the spectacle?" he greeted. , 

"Yes, sit here by me,'* Caroline responded, with 
a welcoming smile. "But the sight's not a very 
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cheerful one — those people are acting very foolish. 
I hope they attempt nothing rash/' 

The scientist regarded the villagers with a reflec- 
tive eye. From the hamlet fresh contingents of men 
and women could be seen advancing towards us 
along the beach. If this kept on all Cericia would 
soon be assembled here. 

**I hardly think they'll try mob violence," Demp- 
ster remarked. "In any other region such a crowd 
might work up to it, but here their blood is too thin. 
Of course, Masson, you had nothing to do with 
Dodds' death; that's nonsense. When I got home 
last night I had all the particulars of the accusation 
from Uncle Jerry, learned the common belief that 
you committed the deed. The old negro was on 
his knees praying for dear life when I put foot in- 
side the cottage. You've a notion who did kill the 
boy?" 

"Certainly," said I. "A man with a rag round 
his head, where Dodds evidently got in a blow be- 
fore he died. By fast rowing the fellow got home 
some time before we reached the spot." 

"Yes, I think so. But we'd better defer further 
discussion of the topic ; there may be other ears than 
ours to hear," he cautioned with a glance at the 
windows. "Well, Miss Caroline, this all can be 
nothing else than distressing for you, but there'll 
soon come more tranquil days, let us trust." 

"They will come," she answered, giving an as- 
sured nod. 

There was something so confident, so cheerful, in 
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her words that in response to them I felt my own 
spirits rise. Her clear blue eyes, the poise of her 
golden head, her serene brow, — all bespoke reso- 
lution and courage. It was as if in the night her 
troubles and doubts and fears had passed away by 
some attribute of soul, so that she was left strong 
of heart, undismayed, buoyant; and too a new ten- 
derness seemed to rest upon her, expressed in face 
and word and manner. 

After a time Dempster said, **Mr. Corwin would 
be surprised to see this village gathering. It 
wouldn't be to his notion at all, I imagine, if IVe 
read the man aright." 

"No, it wouldn't, — no, indeed," Caroline as- 
sented. "He's a man, whatever else he may be. 
He'd send them home in a hurry." 

"Well, he doesn't happen to be here and so they 
remain. All the people appear to have come or to 
be coming. Do you observe they're drawing to- 
gether as if to consult?" 

Quite as he said the villagers pressed together 
in one mass, with children pushing among the legs 
of the elders, while a hush succeeded their former 
buzzing talk. Some one person was speaking. Then 
presently the crowd — some ninety or hundred, all 
told — stirred and swayed and finally disintegrated 
and last began to ascend the slope towards the house. 
The folk's purpose clearly was not of the friend- 
liest. 

"And I've given food and clothes to half those 
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women 1" Caroline exclaimed, unable to restrain her 
indignation. 

"I fear they come," Dempster replied, "not so 
much on account of your generosities as for Mr. 
Masson's delinquencies. Sit quietly, both of you, 
when they arrive — ^let me do the speaking." 

At that moment Ratchford sauntered out upon 
the porch. He lifted an eyebrow at me sardon- 
ically, as if to ask were I ready to accept his terms 
now that the time for a decision had come. Malmes- 
bury, wearing a grin, appeared behind him. And 
finally, after first putting forth their heads some- 
what fearfully to reconnoiter, Mrs. Belknap and 
Olive ventured out too with the gentlemen. There 
is nothing like a united household to face an enemy. 

The mob of villagers trudged upward with no 
semblance of order, now holding back, now making 
a quick movement of advance, shouldering together 
for courage and endeavoring to preserve an ap- 
pearance of determination. The white men were 
to the fore, with their women behind them, while 
on the flanks and at the rear followed the blacks, 
the children straggling after last. The negroes did 
not count — ^they were present merely as onlookers, 
not aspiring to have a voice in matters that alone 
concerned white folks. To the first rank it was, 
therefore, that we must give heed. 

Some ten feet before the veranda the crowd 
halted. There was a moment of confusion ^nd 
jostling before its members grew quiet. Then a 
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man in overalls and wearing a dirty chin whisker 
spat on the ground and said: 

"Fm the constable. We want the feller what 
knifed Lafe Dodds." And again he spat. 

Dempster hoisted himself from his chair and 
wearily walked forward to the edge of the veranda, 
where, resting a hand on a porch column, he gazed 
down at the motley pack of visitors. In his tall, 
lank figure and rugged head, crowned with rumpled 
hair, there was something superior, commanding. 

"What do you want with him?" he asked quietly. 

"Want to lock him up." 

"Have you a warrant of arrest for him — ^presum- 
ing you mean Mr. Masson, whom you think guilty?" 

"Don't need a warrant. I can *rest a man for a 
killing without a warrant, I reckon." 

"I reckon not." 

The crowd moved restlessly, but quieted again 
under Dempster's steady regard. As for the con- 
stable, thus squarely refuted, he for the moment 
apparently knew no other course to follow than to 
expectorate; at least that was the line he adopted. 

"What do you know 'bout it?" he demanded 
presently. 

"I know this much: if you want to make an ar- 
rest you'd better send for the county sheriff and a 
warrant." / 

"Sheriff lives up t'other end of the county." 

The scientist withdrew his hand from the column 
and placed it upon his hip. His attitude expressed 
regret. 
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"Well, the sheriff's the proper man to act." 

"And let this feller skip out while he's getting 
here?" the other expostulated shrilly. "No, we 
want to lock him up." 

Dempster's figure straightened. He pointed a 
long, bony finger at the speaker. But he did not 
immediately reply, waiting until growing expectancy 
and suspense had the constable in a fidget. Then he 
asked impressively: 

"Did you ever hear of such a thing as illegal 
arrest? Of such a thing as gross malfeasance of 
office? Of arbitrary imprisonment without coram 
judice?'^ 

The constable ceased to munch his tobacco. His 
chin dropped and he gazed in growing dismay at the 
finger boring at him. Likewise the other villagers 
seemed impaled by that finger and tliose terrible 
phrases. 

"Can't say I have," the constable at last answered 
feebly. 

"That's what will happen to you, what you'll be 
put behind bars for, my friend, if you proceed with- 
out a warrant. I advise you to leave this matter to 
the sheriff." 

"Maybe I'd better send for the sheriff after all. 
But this feller killed Lafe." 

"That is yet to be proved — ^the sheriff when he 
arrives will consider the evidence. But as for your- 
self " And Dempster concluded with a signifi- 
cant look. 

In the crowd I had early perceived Sam Brown 
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and wondered if at bottom he were not responsible 
for this gathering, for it would be to his interest, 
mixed up with the conspirators as he was, to foment 
feeling against me. As Dempster had talked and 
the constable weakened, disgust gradually marked 
his hardened features. 

In the end he growled at the local representative 
of the law, "He's filling you with cotton. Step up 
and arrest Dodd's murderer.*' 

"I ain't going to get in trouble with no courts,'* 
came the irritated response. "This gen'man says I 
can't 'rest him and he talks like a lawyer." 

Brown considered him with contempt. 

"He's no lawyer, only a crazy seaweed crab,'* he 
stated. "Now move along and arrest this man we 
want." 

" 'Rest him yourself, if you're so sot on it. You 
been doing ail the talking 'bout getting him locked 
up, anyway. I reckon I'll wait for the sheriff 
myself." 

A breath of disappointment sounded among the 
company at the constable's back-down, but against 
the stand Dempster had taken no one of them had 
the nerve to act. For the most part they were 
ignorant men, enervated and indolent; poor food, no 
especial employment, fever mosquitoes and hook- 
worm had sapped their vitality and weakened their 
will; they were without ability to plan and without 
force to act unless stimulated by liquor or fired by 
some extraordinary passion. At the present time 
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they were under the influence of neither, hence un* 
able to cope with this emergency. 

"Well, what are you going to do? Stand there 
till your legs start growing?" the storekeeper de- 
manded of the constable. 

"I'll go home, I reckon," was the answer. 

"And let this feller skip out when he's ready?" 

"Maybe he won't skip. I'll write a letter to the 
sheriff, though I ain't much of a hand at writing.'* 
Then with a sudden hopeful look at Dempster he 
continued, "P'raps this gem'men will help me write 
it." 

"I'll be pleased to lend you every assistance," the 
scientist replied. 

"That ain't going to keep thi.s man who killed 
Lafe Dodds here," Brown persisted. 

"No, that's true. But perhaps he'll remain of his 
own accord. He denies having killed Dodds and 
therefore naturally wants to see himself cleared of 
the charge." Dempster turned about. "Will you 
stay here until the sheriff arrives, Mr. Masson?" 

"Certainly, I have no intention of leaving Cericia. 
In fact," I went on, "not being the murderer, I wish 
to remain and see the guilty man brought to justice. 
These good people will find me here, to-morrow, and 
the next day, and every day after that for a long 
time. No, I shall not take to my heels." 

The scientist once more faced the villagers. 

"You've heard what Mr. Masson has said," he 
stated. "And I know him well enough to be as- 
sured that he'll do exactly as he says." Hesitating 
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for a little, he next waved his hand in an indolent 
gesture towards the village. "Perhaps you wish to 
wait and see what Mr. Corwin has to propose in 
the matter — for if Fm not mistaken here he comes." 

Every head in the crowd swung about to stare 
In the direction he indicated. And there, true 
enough, came Corwin, having but that instant 
emerged from the wood by the Hampden road and 
being rapidly driven toward Webb House behind a 
spirited span of horses. A slight stir went through 
the crowd, as if it were of half a mind to break and 
hasten back to the village, but curiosity to see what 
the master of Cericia would have to say of the affair 
at last conquered. They whispered a bit among 
themselves and stood fast. 

Rapidly covering the intervening space, Corwin's 
vehicle reached the slope, the horses swinging up it 
without break of speed until the colored driver 
swung the team to a halt before the veranda with a 
flourish that sent the foremost of the villagers scat- 
tering back from hoofs and wheels. 

Corwin, with a half-smoked cigar gripped be- 
tween his teeth, gazed down at the crowd in a long 
look and with an unmoved face. 

"Well, have you all moved into Webb House?" 
he demanded. 

At first no one answered, then a voice piped, 
"No." 

"What are you doing here?'* 

"There's been a killing," the constable replied, 
taking upon himself the burden of reply. 
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"Who?" 

"Lafe Dodds/' 

"Dodds — never heard of him. Who was he?" 

"Lafe lived with his ma in Cericia." 

Corwin took a fresh grip on his cigar butt. 

"Get down to business," said he. "What's that 
got to do with Webb House? What are you all 
here for?" 

"We came to lock up the feller what killed him."" 

"Humph I Who killed him ?" 

The constable pointed a finger at me. "Him." 

Corwin's face came about and he regarded me 
speculatively for awhile. 

"How about it, Masson?" he asked finally. 

"I haven't gone into the killing business yet,"" 
said I. "But I'm tempted to begin if they keep up 
this annoyance." 

A faint smile rested for the briefest while on his 
lips, then he once again faced the villagers. But. 
before speaking he removed his cigar, looked at it 
and tossed it away. 

"March I" he thundered suddenly. 

And Cericia set sail for home. 
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WE FLEE FROM WEBB HOUSE 

Corwin's coming was like a wind through the 
house. A new energy succeeded his lieutenant's 
dawdling; Mrs. Belknap and Olive too, though they 
knew not why, were infected by the spirit, becom- 
ing restless and expectant; while it reached even to 
the servants in the kitchen, who manifested a brisk 
industry. 

Within ten minutes after his first step across the 
portal the leader was closeted with Ratchford and 
Malmesbury. Of what passed among them I of 
course remained ignorant ; if Ratchford stated his 
suspicions of his confederate, they were probably 
discussed, a satisfactory explanation made and the 
«chism thus healed. At any rate when towards five 
o'clock I was summoned to the library by the master, 
so far as I could see the three men appeared to be 
acting in harmony; too, the details of their pros- 
pective departure from Cericia were doubtless set- 
tled, for the trio of gentlenjen wore the manner of 
men who had wound up their affairs and waited but 
to dispose of my case. 

Corwin sat at the table, with Ratchford facing 
him. Malmesbury lounged in a rocker. 
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**I see you accepted my invitation and came to 
live at Webb House," Corwin remarked, settling 
back in his seat and considering me with an unwink- 
ing regard. His dark face disclosed no feeling, I 
would have thought no interest, had it not been for 
the eyes glowing beneath his brows. Between two 
fingers he held his constant companion, a cigar, from 
which a line of blue wavered upward. A cigar was 
the natural complement of the man — a cigarette 
with such a one would have been out of character. 

"Yes, I came to Webb House — ^but as Miss 
Webb's guest, which at the time you understood was 
the condition," said I. 

Ignoring this reservation, he continued, "You 
have been properly entertained?" 

"Very well, thank you." 

"I'm pleased to learn it. There's a complaint on 
the part of these gentlemen that you've shown an 
unwarranted interest in our private business." 

"Is that an accusation?" I asked. 

"You may consider it such." 

"Then let the gentlemen specify the particulars 
on which the charge rests. General accusations and 
vague complaints are always difficult to answer and 
any person can make them concerning any matter 
without much danger of refutation. Isn't that 
true?" 

He drew once or twice on his cigar. 

"Quite true," said he. "One must have some- 
thing specific to deny* Proceed, Ratchford, with 
your charges." 
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Not much pleased with his role of prosecutor, the 
Englishman gave me a scowl. 

"The fellow was damned anxious to find out at 
Hampden when he alighted there," he stated, "what 
we were loading in Brown's wagon. That for one 
thing." 

"Is that my worst offense?" I smiled. "Hampden 
affords few amusements for a man with several 
hours on his hands. I strolled up the street, then I 
strolled down it, and the station was the only place 
that showed signs of life. So there naturally I 
paused. My interest in the wagon was the casual 
curiosity any man would have in an active object in 
a village asleep. What next?" 

I waited for reply and Corwin waited. Suddenly 
with a look of exasperation on his face Ratchford 
straightened on his chair. 

"What's the devil's use of this nonsense 1" he 
exclaimed. "I know the cad's here to find what he 
can of our affairs. And that's sufficient." 

"Well, how do you know it?" Corwin asked. 
"What has he done? Tell me something definite." 

"He's nosed about, damn him I" 

"We seem no nearer the mark. Do you mean 
I've followed you, Mr. Ratchford?" I inquired. 
"Or entered your room? Or played eavesdropper? 
Or picked your pockets ? Or, for that matter, shown 
any concern in your business, your doings and your 
conversation — ^with one certain exception?" 

No response came from his lips. A baleful light 
was in his eyes, but most emphatically he had no 
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desire to make an affirmation on these points so 
easily disproved. Malmesbury, in spite of his own 
hostility for me, could not forego a broad grin at 
his companion's discomfiture under the hits. 

"Isn't it rather on account of that one certain ex- 
ception, Ratchford, that you make this veiled 
charge?" I continued, pressing my advantage. 

"Name the exception of which you speak," Cor- 
win addressed me after a pause. 

"It's a private matter between Mr. Ratchford and 
myself," said I, "and so far as I'm concerned will 
remain so. However, I may explain this much: he 
insulted one of your young lady guests, so I knocked 
him down to teach him manners." 

As I uttered the words Corwin's look moved to 
Ratchford and his lip curled with scorn. Then his 
face hardened. 

"Rest assured, Mr. Masson, you did exactly 
right," he said, speaking to me. "There will be no 
further need of blows, for there will be no recur- 
rence of discourtesy. Clothes do not always make a 
gentleman." And he gave me a conclusive nod. 

Ratchford leaped to his feet. His face was dark 
with rage. 

"By heavens, I'll not listen to that!" he cried, 
slapping the table with his palm. 

Once more Corwin turned his face about to con- 
sider him. This he did with a level gaze. 

"You'll listen to whatever I have to say. Sit 
down I" he ordered. 

Their looks clinched. For a full minute neither 
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man stirred nor breathed. Then Ratchford with a 
shrug of his shoulders and an air of nonchalance 
flung himself down on his seat, lighted a cigarette, 
cast one knee over the other and turned his shoulder 
to gaze out the window, as if my affair was no longer 
his concern. 

"What other charge have you to make against 
Mr. Masson?" Corwin demanded of him. 

"None, none in the world, not me," Ratchford re- 
joined glibly, puffing smoke and keeping his look 
out of doors. 

"Very well, we'll now listen to Mr. Malmes- 
bury." 

Of Ratchford's accusations I had had no fear, 
since with him I had not compromised myself in 
respect to the plot. But with Malmesbury it was 
another matter, for he had learned from the Mex- 
ican long before this of my adventure at the old 
cabin and of my spying. A faint dew came upon 
my brow, I experienced a sinking sensation at the 
pit of my stomach. One word from his lips would 
establish me as an active enemy. But I squared my 
shoulders and dropped my hand into the pocket 
where I carried my pistol, determining if, on 
Malmesbury's disclosure, the three men launched 
themselves on me I should be ready to fight. But 
the fellow returned Corwin's words with an indolent 
wave of his hand. 

"I know nothing that Masson's done, except to 
cut in on Ratch's little game with Mis| Webb," he 
remarked, assuming a more pronounced sprawl and 
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shoving his hands into his trousers pockets. Add- 
ing as if by afterthought, "And stick a knife into 
young Dodds' liver." 

"Ah, that too is a matter which concerns me, since 
you're a guest here," Corwin stated with, I thought, 
more curiosity than sentiment. "Of course you deny 
the business." 

"Naturally, not having killed him. If I had been 
bent on murder I should in all probability have 
selected Ratchford as the victim. But I've a peace- 
ful disposition and so he's still alive." 

The barb reached the Englishman as I saw by a 
quiver of his eyelid, though he made no reply. 

"Well, at any rate, whether you're guilty or not 
guilty is an affair for the proper authorities to In- 
vestigate — ^your funeral, so to speak," he jested 
grimly. Then as by a sudden thought he asked, 
"When do you expect to be arrested?" 

"If arrested I am, you mean," I corrected. "It 
will be a day, possibly two, before the sheriff can 
arrive." 

The trace of anxiety in his bearing vanished, his 
countenance cleared, he became brisk. 

"Very good, Mr. Masson, I've nothing more to 
ask," he said. "That will do, I think." 

I was dismissed, but I continued to loiter. 

"When am I to have my tract of cabbage land? 
I'm much interested in that, you know," I inquired. 

"We'll see when I return — if the sheriff hasn't 
got you." A faint smile accompanied the words. 

As I passed out of the room I heard hi$ voice 
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again, directed to his assistants, "Get your luggage 
packed at once. Dinner to-night will be our last 
meal here. Later, when it is dark, we'll leave the 
house. Brown will have a rowboat at the pier ready 
for us." 

My mind was flashing in a whirl of thoughts. 
For a first thing, there remained with me the marvel 
that Malmesbury had let go the chance to denounce 
my activity against the plotters, though I finally con- 
cluded by being quite certain of my early suspicion, 
namely, that he was engaged on some surreptitious 
affair of his own against Corwin. My immunity in 
the chamber I had just left, so far as Malmesbury 
was concerned, could be explained only by his own 
need of silence. But it was all baffling; what did he 
intend against his leader, at what did he work? 

More important than this, however, was the 
prospect of the whole party's departure. They were 
flitting this night on their illicit business and once 
on the water Cericia would have seen the last of 
their shapes. Cericia — it was of no further use to 
Corwin — he had wrung it dry. A dozen plans to 
halt the men, to frustrate their scheme and to bring 
down the law on their heads leaped into my mind, 
each as impractical as the other, until I was left with 
a sense pf my own impotence and a certainty these 
criminals would get off scot free. 

Particularly was I incensed by the fact that I 
should not be able to play even with Corwin, who 
had used the property belonging to Caroline and 
me for his own fraudulent ends. I wanted the man 
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in jail, I wanted to pay him out. And I realized 
now how unwise I had been in staying at Webb 
House to unravel the conspiracy instead of going 
immediately to Hampden to bring about his arrest. 
My curiosity was responsible for the delay. As for 
Corwin, he had waited on nothing, had driven his 
business with despatch and now was anticipating the 
time of his flight by twenty-four hours. It is not 
pleasant to realize in a game of matched wits that 
the other has proved himself the better man. 

In this state of chagrin I hastened over to consult 
Dempster on the chance he might have some sug- 
gestion to meet the case. 

"There's nothing I see for you to do," he re- 
marl<;ed, after I had explained the situation. 

"But good heavens, man," I protested, "do you 
mean we're to stand with our hands in our pockets 
and watch the scoundrels escape, without trying even 
to throw a stick between their legs?" 

"You and I can't stop them. They're determined 
men who'll waste no time arguing. If a wire ran 
out of this place we could notify the federal authori- 
ties, the ones to act in this case, but there is no 
wire." 

I brooded for a while. 

"We didn't learn their game soon enough," said 
I, at last. "If I had gone to Hampden first shot as 
I should have done we'd have caught Corwin any- 
way. And now the whole covey of birds make off." 
•The scientist reflectively rubbed his chin — at times 
his calm and philosophical manner was maddening. 
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That his chief Interest could continue in seaweed, 
that in his mind this dramatic affair could remain 
but extraneous and casual, made him appear some- 
thing less than human. I regarded him with pity: 
science, alas, had dried the springs of his soul I 

"You and I might strike a blow," I offered as an 
experiment. 

He shook his head. 

"In the first place we'd be outnumbered, in the 
second we have no authority to strike. Grant that 
our suspicions seem well-grounded, do we know with 
absolute certainty these men are violating any law ?'* 

"With all this stealth?" I scoffed. "With all the 
guns they have stored over there?" 

"And even if they be breaking laws I wonder if 
we'd have a right to act against them." 

"Wanting proper officers, any citizen can act in 
such a case." 

"That statement has a double edge," he laughed. 
"On the strength of it any man in Cericia could 
arrest you this minute." 

"Of course he could. But you made the people 
think otherwise this morning; you ran a fancy bluff 
on them." 

"Perhaps you're correct. I'll not argue it with 
you," he returned. "Under the present circum- 
stances the advisability of striking a blow as you 
suggest resolves itself down to a question of com- 
parative strength. I'm afraid that in a clash with 
Corwin and his crowd we'd come off second best. 
As a beginning we should have to attempt to place 
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them under arrest; as a beginning they would start 
shooting at once, as they're already outside the law. 
That would give them a considerable edge, wouldn't 
it? No, Masson, looking at the matter dispassion- 
ately, I think you'd best remain quietly in Webb 
House when they go. Really, your main business 
here is to regain the property which Corwin confis- 
cated from Miss Webb and you. Now that the 
man is departing you can do this, which should sat- 
isfy you." 

"Well, it doesn't, not by a long way. I tell you 
flatly, Dempster, I never hid behind a door in my 
life when things were stirring and I don't intend to 
begin now." 

He laid a hand on my arm, speaking earnestly. 

**Now listen to me. Pm an older man than you. 
It's not cowardly to be careful : a wise man doesn't 
attempt the impossible. You can do no good by 
acting and you'll only endanger your life. Why, 
your life wouldn't be worth a straw I These men 
would shoot you down in an instant if they believed 
you were a peril to their successful departure. The 
outsider is generally the sufferer when he interferes 
in something that doesn't concern him, and this gun 
business absolutely does not concern you. Be guided 
by me: stay in the house to-night and leave these 
men alone." 

"You're talking differently now from the way you 
performed at the island last night," I stated. 

"True — ^but last night will not be to-night, and a 
lone Mexican is not an entire gang of criminals^ 
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Don't think for a minute Corwin and his confed- 
erates will be all; they're not going from Cericia in 
a sail-boat. A vessel will be on hand to take off 
that stuff, a vessel with a crew- — ^there may be a 
dozen, there may be a score, men unquestionably 
picked to fit this risky job. What could you do with 
your one pair of hands ? I may be a scientist, but I 
have good sense. With whatever authority of age 
I have, I bid you stay at home to-night." 

As he presented the case it looked more and more 
indisputable. I leaned my elbows on the table and 
rested my cheeks between my hands and surveyed 
the prospect: while Dempster sat that night string- 
ing seaweed or whatever it was he did with the rub- 
bish, and while I played jack-straws or engaged in 
some similarly exciting pursuit, Corwin and his men 
would sail away into the darkness. And that would 
be the end of it I 

"I must get back to Webb House," said I, sourly, 
"for the farewell supper to our speeding friends." 

"Don't feel disappointed, Masson," Dempster 
said, getting on his legs to accompany me outside 
the cottage. "You may yet have plenty of excite- 
ment over this Dodds murder." 

When we were outside and about to separate I 
perceived off in the south across the water faint 
smoke that indicated a vessel. 

"Look there; do you see it?" I exclaimed. 

"Yes, I noted it first just before you came. Cor- 
win*s boat, 1 imagine, keeping off shore. It's prob- 
ably a fast one, for a gun-runner needs speed if all 
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the stories are true. Well, I'll accompany you as 
it's time for my evening stroll — ^there are some in- 
teresting specimens of seaweed along the western 
beach." 

"Seaweed, ye gods!" I exclaimed, in despair of 
him. "You go back to your seaweed in the midst of 
all this business as a milch cow goes to her grass." 

"Let me enumerate some of the interesting species 
I've collected." 

"Not on this earth! No eight-jointed Latin in- 
troductions for me. Shoot them at Corwin ; perhaps 
he'll curl up and quit." 

"Your words sadden me," he responded. 

"They are nevertheless spoken from the heart." 

Parting from him by the pier, I ascended the slope 
to the house, while he stalked on along the sands 
into the eye of the setting sun. I paused to gaze 
after him — ^ye gods, seaweed 1 

Dinner that evening went forward with the same 
feeling of tension that had marked affairs since Cor- 
win arrived. He ate with a preoccupied air. Ratch- 
ford conducted a desultory conversation with the 
Belknaps, though his mind too was elsewhere, as in- 
dicated by his frequent lapses into silence. Malmes- 
bury, while more circumspect, did not wholly aban- 
don his raillery. All three men ate rapidly and with 
slim appetites, for the excitement of departure ran 
in their veins. 

"You're not to be gone long?" Mrs. Belknap in^* 
quired. 

"Not long, I judge now," Corwin responded po- 
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litcly. "I can't name the exact day of return, still 
we trust to put our business through with expedition^ 
Meanwhile the house is yours." 

"That's most kind, dear Mr. Corwin." 

"But oh I we shall miss you all," Olive exclaimed. 
"It will be very tiresome without any men about." 
And her eyes dwelt languishingly on Ratchford. 

"You overlook me — I remain," said I, pleasantly. 

Her amiability instantly gave way to spite. 

"I think you'll go sooner than you like, when the 
sheriflF comes." 

"One goes or one stays, according to circum- 
stances. Miss Olive. You can't tell by a look at the 
fire, you*know, what fish will be cooked." 

Her dark eyes flashed. 

"Well, so far as I'm concerned, when you go and 
Caroline too, you'll not be missed." 

"Olive I" her mother chided conventionally. 

"I might as well say what I feel and be done with 
it," the girl whipped out, not to be repressed. 
"When I don't like people I don't believe in pretend- 
ing I do. Caroline and I never did agree — and Mr. 
Masson does not suit me at all. As for you, Mr. 
Corwin, and you, Mr. Ratchford, Vm very fond of 
you both." With which she embraced the pair with 
a gracious smile, to the said smile her mother, after 
a reproving word, adding her own. 

"Yours is a selective process that indicates inde- 
pendence of mind," Corwin rejoined. 

"That's just it, I am independent. I choose the 
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friends I wish and do not worry myself about other 
people." 

"You fail to include me in your list, Miss Bel* 
knap," Malmesbury put in with exaggerated solici* 
tude. 

"Oh, you — I don't mind you. YouVe included." 

"Aha, like one's little toe — for no blooming rea- 
son except that it's there anyway. Very well, I'll 
feed on the crumbs of your favor and be humbly 
happy." A statement his grin belied. 

By now Olive held her head higher; she had free* 
ly had her say and she felt a flush of triumph at 
having put Caroline in her proper place. Her eyes 
were bright, she became gayer and more certain of 
herself as the meal proceeded, until at last Corwin, 
who, of course, knew the truth, observed her with a 
sort of sardonic interest. 

So far as Miss Olive was concerned, and also her 
mother by tacit support of her daughter, her doom 
was sealed — I read that much on Caroline's face. 
Whether if she had not suffered this public humilia- 
tion at the hands of her parasitical relations Caro- 
line in the end would have had the hardness to dis- 
miss themi I was in doubt; her heart was large, gen- 
erous ; she might otherwise have forgiven them what 
she had suffered. But Olive's words, I was con- 
vinced, closed the door to any future reconciliation; 
and when I thought of the moment of their enlight- 
enment I felt pity for the foolish girl and for her 
foolish mother. 

Well, the meal came to an end. Servants placed 
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the men^s bags and raincoats in a heap in the hall, 
ready to be taken to the pier. The sun had just set, 
Sam Brown was bringing his boat, evening was be- 
ginning; the last grains of Corwin's time here in 
Cericia were slipping through the hourglass. 

"Ladies, we three men can still enjoy an hour 
of your company — ^until night falls," said the master 
of the house. "We'll spend it with you, since for 
some days we'll have no feminine society. Yes, 
Miss Webb and Mr. Masson, with you also. Let 
us go outside where it's pleasant." 

Never a more agreeable host. He was first to 
reach and place chairs for the ladies. It appeared 
as if in this, his last hour in Webb House, he was 
bent on exercising the courtesy natural to him and 
in leaving with us a final memory of urbanity and 
pleasure. 

Ratchford did not show to so good an advantage. 
He sat silent and moody, occasionally looking at 
Caroline, but for the most part absorbed by his own 
thoughts. His former insouciance was missing and 
he was deep in chagrin at departing with the knowl- 
edge he carried away a rebuff from Caroline and an 
unpaid blow from me. Malmesbury was well 
enough ; indeed, he was more gentlemanly than any 
time since I had been here; and scoundrel though 
he was now presented a better figure than his fel- 
low Englishman. 

I do not remember the talk exchanged. I myself 
was low in spirits, too disheartened by my failure 
to bring these men to book to take an interest in 
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the conversation or in truth to care whether there 
was speech at all. Caroline was equally quiet, re- 
plying only when Corwin in an effort to make her 
one of the party addressed some remark to her. 

Corwin — I since have often pondered the char- 
acter of the man, transient host of Webb House, 
as he appeared and as I knew him really to be; 
so able to divide his relations with human beings 
for business and for social purposes, so able to rob 
a person without a qualm in the way of work one 
minute and next to enjoy with relish the companion- 
ship of his victim. 

The time for the men to take their leave was 
drawing near, when Sam Brown came up the slope 
before the house. At the edge of the veranda he 
stopped. 

"Sorry to break in on you, but thought Vd better 
let you know there may be trouble here," he said. 
**Wanted the ladies to know it so they'd be ready.'* 

"Well?" Corwin asked. 

"The men have been drinking — ^it's over the kill- 
ing, and they're after this feller they wanted this 
morning. They weren't primed then, but it looks 
like they are now." 

Corwin let his eyes rest on me for a moment, 
then turned back to the speaker. 

"I'll not have the villagers annoying the ladles," 
he stated in an even voice. 

Brown shook his head. 

"I don't know what you can do about it. When 
men are drunk they're liable to tear things up. 
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They're starting from over town now; that's why I 
came up to warn you.'* 

A look towards the village furnished the evi- 
dence to support his words. Light enough was yet 
left to see though indistinctly a crowd of men mov- 
ing from the row of warehouses in the direction of 
Webb House. We were all silent. Olive Belknap 
stole a scared glance at me. 

"They shall keep out of the house," Corwin said. 

"I don't knowr I don't know — ^but I reckon they 
would if they had this man," Brown replied. 

We had all come to our feet. Caroline drew 
close to me and I felt her fingers tighten on my arm. 
Corwin turned slowly about so as to face me; the 
inevitable cigar burned between his fingers ; his fea- 
tures wore their usual calm. 

*'Mr. Masson, it seems that you alone are con- 
cerned in this affair," he said. 

"Which means?" I inquired. 

"Webb House must not be disturbed. Webb 
House therefore regrets to lose you as a guest." 

"Ah, we both depart then at about the same 
time," I replied. 

"It would appear so." He shrugged his shoul- 
ders as if that concluded the matter; so too pres- 
ently did L 

"I'll relieve the ladies from the danger my pres- 
ence might incur." 

"Thank you, Mr. Masson. I might add" — his 
lips shaped themselves in a faint smile — "that the 
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back door offers a convenient road of retreat If you 
have a notion of making an escape. 

"Any door is a door when one's In a hurry," I 
laughed, lightly, "and it opens on the woods at the 
rear, which In turn lead to Hampden. Accept my 
apologies for this abrupt withdrawal, but time 
presses and Hampden is far. Good evening." 

The Belknaps' bewildered gaze, Malmesbury's 
grin, Ratchford's evil smile and Corwin's unwink- 
ing regard despatched me on my way. Of Caroline 
I have said nothing, for the very good reason that 
I immediately discovered her at my heels, and when 
I emerged at the rear of the house she too flew 
out at my side. The servants were watching us in 
wonder, so without a word I led her towards the 
wood. Presently Olive Belknap ran round a comer 
of the house, where with a hand holding her skirts 
she stared incredulously after us. Then Malmes- 
bury appeared. He waved a hand. 

"Happy days, old top I" he called. 

Without making answer I caught Caroline by the 
hand and led her into the wood, where when we 
were quite hidden In the shadows we stopped. 
Neither of us wore a hat; we were as we had risen 
from the dinner table. 

"If we're going on, we'd better start at once," 
she urged, a little out of breath. "Those drunken 
wretches from the village will presently be bursting 
in here — and besides, it's miles to Hampden." 

"But we're not going to Hampden," I replied. 
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"Not to Hampden I Why, that's where you said 
you were going." 

"To be sure. It was necessary to mislead our 
friends back yonder in order to mislead the would- 
be lynchers when they come, for some one will kindly 
give them the word. Yes, the mob will come here 
and will beat up the wood and some will race up 
the road to cut us off. But they'll not lay hands on 
us, for we shall not leave Cericia. However, we 
must get somewhere that is safe." 

That would be the spot the angry villagers would 
be least likely to suppose us at and I had already 
chosen it. Still holding her hand, for the wood was 
dark with falling night, I drew her westward a dis- 

• ' imong the trees and then bent back towards 

. . v; until we walked forth upon the beach. Sev- 

:^ ^ .adred yards west of Webb House, the place 

seemed secure from searchers, danger of discovery 

each minute less with the thickening dusk. 

We peered and harked towards Cericia until we 
were wholly assured no one came. And even then 
we continued to stand quite still, moved by inexpres- 
sible feelings, a little depressed by the sense of 
being fugitives, with a long silence between us. 

"Tom, I — I couldn't let you go alone," Caroline 
said at last with a low quaver of her voice, while 
I felt her hand tremble in mine. 

And then somehow my arms were about her and 
her head on my breast, and despite the darkness 
and despite all danger it seemed to me as if heaven 
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opened up. The wood was like a benediction, the 
sea along the beach the music of my own soul. 

"Caroline — Caroline 1" I murmured. "I'm not 
worthy of you, I don't deserve such happiness, but 
as God is good I love you beyond any love ever 
dreamed. My heart is so full, dearest girl, it seems 
as if it would burst. From the first minute I saw 
you something deep down in my being was aware 
that I should love you and love no other, win you 
or win no other; and yet I felt as if it would be a 
profanation to dare have so great a happiness as 
your heart and your love. Ah, sweet, these men 
are nothing now, Cericia is nothing now, the world 
nothing — ^just to have your love and let me in turn 
pour out my love to you, that is all, alll" 

"Sweetheart I" she whispered. 

Her arms crept about my neck and her lips joined 
mine. Along the sands the roll of the sea was like 
the note of some huge organ marking the consonance 
of our united hearts. 
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CHAPTER XIX 

LOVE — ^AND OTHER MATTERS 

Night was resting on earth and sea. We moved 
farther out upon the beach, where we could have 
a view of the water before Webb House, and pres- 
ently there came to us the distant sound of voices, 
exclamations, far-off calls of farewell. Corwin and 
his two lieutenants, with coats and luggage and 
schemes, were rowing away into the darkness. 

Of the villagers we heard nothing, but I was sure 
they had been informed of my departure and my 
supposed start for Hampden, since little did the 
men I had left on the veranda care that I might 
swing from a rope, and now probably the drunken 
raffle were seeking far and near to take me. 

For the present at least we were safe. Caroline 
was content to trust me to solve our difficulties, and 
was happy in the present; aye, sure that now since 
love was ours all was well. And in truth we seemed 
in the center of a great peace which made aught 
else appear unreal, far away and of a different 
world. 

We moved slowly forward towards Webb House, 
now advancing a few steps, now halting to exchange 
the questions, the confidences, the faith, so dear to 
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lovers. Coming to the tree-trunk embedded in the 
sand, where we had retreated on Mrs. Belknap's 
early insult to Caroline, the latter said : 

"Let us sit here again. Here you first told me 
who you were and why you had come — ^it will always 
be a spot sweet to me." 

"And to me, for already I loved you," I an- 
swered, caressing her hand. 

"Sometimes I used to come here alone in the 
first days after father's death," she said, "to look 
at the sea and to believe his spirit was near me. 
The house was lonely without him and I was down- 
cast at the thought of my misfortunes. Mr. Corwin 
came, my aunt and my cousin quickly healed their 
sorrow and began to cultivate him, likewise Mr. 
Ratchford and Mr. Malmesbury, who soon arrived. 
It was home no more. Strangers were in my father's 
place. But here at this old tree I escaped them; 
the sea gave me comfort and carried my thoughts 
back to happy days and renewed my courage. See- 
ing how vast the ocean was, how tireless, how strong 
and steady with purpose, I felt surely some Kind 
Power was behind the world's happenings working 
with design. It gave me the hope that I too was 
being watched over." 

"You brave heart 1" I said, softly pressing her 
hand. 

"God has been good to me," she answered, simply. 

"To both of us. One cannot know why your 
father was taken away, or why these criminals were 
allowed to come here— one cannot know His ways. 
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Yet it is all in the pattern God weaves. Our lives, 
too, are threads in it; at last through a wide space 
we met, as we were destined in His plan to meet. 
Ah, look now, dear, the windows are alight in Webb 
House 1'' 

Through the trees that partly screened the dwell- 
ing we could see the yellow glow of the panes. It 
was our house, Caroline's and mine, yet for the mo- 
ment we were outcasts. Never did its windows seem 
so friendly as now when we gazed thither knowing 
we dare not venture to its door, its roof never so 
much home. 

"The time will come when we'll walk there 
openly," I said, uttering my thought. 

"Ah, how happy I'll be then I AU will be differ- 
ent and we shall never let fear come into the house 
again. If father were but alive 1 That would make 
my joy complete." 

"At least memory of him will be kept fresh," I 
comforted, "and we'll have the satisfaction of doing 
with Cericia what he wished done." 

"And I think he'll know it and be glad too,V she 
said softly. 

Little airs of night, balmy and fragrant, touched 
our cheeks. One by one the stars came forth, filling 
the dark vault above with innumerable bright points ; 
with lordly leisure the wide swells of the sea ad- 
vanced in succession and unfurled upon the sands, 
marked by ghostly shimmering fringes of white that 
surged and receded in the starlight to an accompany- 
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ing roll of sound; and off along the horizon in the 
west lay the last pale streak of evening. 

As I looked thither I saw low down and far 
away what seemed a faint red star that had sunk 
to earth. It did not rest upon the water, as well as 
I could see, nor on land, but stood rather where 
they met as if on the distant beach. 

"Do you see that speck of fire, Caroline?" I asked. 

She gazed in the direction I pointed, at first with- 
out reward and then with success. 

"Oh, yes, I see it now," she exclaimed. "It's like 
the glowing end of a cigar a long way off — now it's 
gone, now there it is again." 

Thus it appeared and disappeared two or three 
times, then vanished altogether. 

"A star's reflection on the water," I suggested. 

"Or possibly a firefly.'* 

"At any rate it's passed away," I replied. "Now 
we must consider what we shall do." 

Once more I looked towards Webb House. Its 
shelter was not for us this night, for should we at- 
tempt secretly to steal into it and to our chambers 
and during the entry be seen by a servant, our be- 
trayal was certain. There was but one course to 
pursue : to borrow Dempster's cottage for Caroline, 
a favor the scientist would only too gladly grant. 
He and I could pallet down on the porch. 

"Are you tired, sweetheart?" I inquired. 

"A little bit, but I'm more happy." 

I explained to her my plan for use of the cottage, 
to which she gave ready assent, but she demurred 
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at going there now and cutting short our first even- 
ing of happiness. She said she wished to make the 
most of it, to make it endure as long as possible, to 
be with me every minute she could. Whereupon I 
took her cheeks between my hands and paid her in 
kisses word by word. 

"Why can't we go on the water; it is hours to 
bed-time yet?" she asked. "Just think, we've never 
been together rowing — and I love the water., Often 
I used to go out on it by myself so as to have it on 
every side about me, and then gaze down into its 
deep currents and imagine the unknown world there. 
How wonderful the sea is, never idle, never at rest, 
— and at times how terrible I" 

"Yes, let us go — a row is the very thing," said I, 
rising. "I know exactly where Dempster has his 
boat beached; we'll wet its keel for him." 

"Shall we not be seen if we go towards the vil- 
lage?" she asked doubtfully. 

"Not in this darkness and if we move quietly. 
Come, it's but a little way past the pier, lying on 
the sand. If we should encounter any one we must 
pass on without speaking." 

Fortunately every one seemed indoors, or at least 
no one was abroad on that part of the beach where 
we walked, for our advance was without collision. 
The lights of Webb House were burning brightly 
when we skirted the slope, before which we paused 
long enough to catch the subdued tones of Mrs. 
Belknap's and Olive's voices as they talked while 
sitting on the veranda to enjoy the evening air — 
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and possibly our absence. Speculation undoubtedly 
occupied their minds as to what business took their 
three gentlemen to sea, as to when they would re- 
turn, and as to whether as yet I had been caught 
and hanged, leaving Caroline to her own question- 
able end. Ho, let them make the most of their 
evanescent prosperity! 

Caroline and I moved on in the darkness. In 
Dempster's house I saw no lamp in the window, by 
which I knew he had walked far up the beach. In 
the village faint lights showed here and there; by. 
the store and the old warehouses seemed a stir with 
occasional calls and once from the edge of the wood, 
nearer, came a shout. The hunt was not yet finished, 
though it was likely the searchers were wearying of 
their task, which in the night promised no result. 
Some had already returned to Brown's, others prob- 
ably were returning. 

**The boat is hereabouts," I said to Caroline, when 
at about what I judged to be the spot. "This is 
near the distance it lay from the pier and we are 
just before Dempster's cottage. Look out that you 
don't tip over it." 

Putting forward a hand this way and that and 
finally striking a few matches I succeeded in locating 
it, bottom up and with oars stowed underneath. A 
small boat, I had no great difficulty in righting and 
shoving it down to the water. When its stern floated 
I assisted Caroline aboard, waded with it farther 
out, then giving it a strong push to meet an incom- 
ing swell had it free and I leaped in. 
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"I can breathe easier now," Caroline said, "for 
it was near there somewhere that boy was mur- 
dered — and I kept thinking of him. It was creepy.'* 

"Especially with the reputed murderer standing by 
you and Dodds' blood scarcely dry on the sand." 

"Don't — don't, Tom 1 I'm covering my eyes." 

Instantly I could have cut my tongue out for such 
brutal speech. 

"Forgive me, Caroline," I pleaded. "I'm a wretch 
even to mention such things. I was thinking of those 
drunken fools yonder who've been seeking my life 
and my temper got away for a minute." 

"Neither of us will speak any more of it, that's 
best — only I'd like to know who killed him and 
how he came to have your cap in his dead fingers." 

I was now rowing steadily and putting my muscle 
into the oars, so for a time I made no reply. My 
first inclination too was to evade her question, but 
recalling how whole-heartedly she had abandoned 
herself to my cause and given her love to me I re- 
solved that henceforth and always there should be 
no secrets between us. 

"Malmesbury stole the cap from my room," I ex- 
plained, "and gave it to the Mexican, who killed 
Lafe Dodds and then placed the headgear in the 
boy's hand in order to incriminate me. It's ^mple 
when one knows all the facts." 

"How fiendish I And yet it's what I suspected 
from your words to him about his being in your 
room, but I wasn't clear how the cap was found 
there." And after a brief period of reflection she 
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continued, "It gives me a shudder to think of that 
man Malmesbury planning this crime against you 
and then coolly eating at the same table. He was 
even more wicked than Ratchford. Well, Fm glad 
they're both gone and I hope never to see or hear 
of them again." 

"I imagine you never will, Caroline. Such ad- 
venturers dare not return to a place where once 
they've been." 

"Let us talk of them no more," she said. "This 
is to be a happy evening, one not marred by thought 
of those monsters. No, I'll not think of them ; I'm 
going to count the stars — one, two, three, ten, forty, 
a billion I Are there really a billion stars, Tom?" 

"I never counted them quite all, sweet." 

"Of course not; you'd be doing nothing else. But 
have astronomers any idea how many there are ?" 

"Astronomers know nothing of stars," said 1. 
"They're only musty, dusty, rusty, bespectacled men 
who put in their time peering through telescopes at 
celestial bodies. But stars are not discovered there 
— ^lift up your eyes, sweetheart, and I'll tell you 
where stars are." 

When I had convinced her of this matter there 
were other facts to recount. So half an hour passed. 
As throughout the ages and under the same jeweled 
sky lovers have talked, thus we talked — ^but those 
words are sacred. Cericia was forgotten; save for 
us two the world ceased to exist — save for us, with 
the soft lilt of the water about our boat. 

Those golden moments closed when she chanced 
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to remark that I must have been here on these very 
waves last night when rowing with Dempster. 

"Were you thinking of me then, I wonder?*' she 
mused. 

I was in something of a quandary to keep within 
the strict letter of the truth. 

"Well, yes and no, part of the time and part of 
the time not," I responded carefully. "When we 
were floating and not talking I thought of nothing 
else, but later when we became involved in a sort 
of adventure I'll be honest and say I did not have 
time. Things about, then happened too rapidly." 

"What things?" she demanded, with quick kindling 
interest. 

"Things over yonder — Dempster and I were con- 
ducting a private investigation." 

"But you tell me nothing! Where do you mean 
by over yonder? And what investigation? Tom, 
from now on I expect you to tell me everything to 
the tiniest detail that ever happened to you." 

"Ever3rthingl" I gasped in dismay. 

"Everything, for I love you so much that Fm 
intensely interested in all you've ever done and all 
you ever will do — I want to share in it, I want to 
be part of your life." 

"That suits me right down to the ground — but 
everything I You'll be let in for a mighty dull time 
if you expect to hear all the petty nonsense I should 
have to relate." 

"Never you mind that," she affirmed. "But you 
haven't told me yet where over yonder is." 



Digitized by Google 



LOVE— AND OTHER MATTERS 269 

*lt's an island lying east of us." 

**0h, I know the one you mean, a low sandy spot, 
I've sailed round it and been on it several times. 
What did you find there?" 

"For one thing, our Mexican friend Moreles," 
I stated, "and for another, the freight Corwin had 
had hauled here secretly from Hampden." 

Dim as was the starlight I saw her figure 
straighten under the impact of some thought. 

"Oho, that's where the three of them rowed to- 
night!" she cried. "And — and now I understand! 
From there they will sail to wherever they're go- 
ing." 

"Wise little girl, no one need tell you how much 
two and two makes," I laughed. 

Without saying more she began to look ahead to- 
wards where the island might be ; she absently tucked 
away a straying lock and continued steadfastly to 
gaze thither. As the minutes drew from one to an- 
other and she maintained her fixed attitude a premo- 
nition of something unpleasant about to happen grew 
in me. 

"It isn't far from here," she murmured at last, 
thoughtfully, "and we've already come a consider- 
able way. And it's quite dark. And you're certainly 
not tired yet with rowing." 

"It's been a very fatiguing day for both of us," 
I promptly declared, my dark foreboding having 
been realized. 

"And we wouldn't be seen. And if you rowed 
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carefully we'd not be heard. And we need not go 
too close. And it's still early. And " 

"And you want to go there?" I interrupted, com- 
ing to the point. 

"Yes, I do." 

"No place for you there to-night; we must stay 
away. I might at a pinch risk my life among those 
wolves, but I'll not risk yours." My words were ut- 
tered with firmness and finality. 

"Pooh, we'll not be among them ; we'll sit in the 
boat just where we can see what they're doing and 
go no nearer." 

"Never; I'll not lift a finger to row you there," 
said I. 

"And after a short look at them we'll come away. 
I want to see with my own eyes what's going on 
there." 

"I'll tell you all about it and " 

"With my own eyes I want to see it," she re- 
peated, inflexibly. 

"But " 

"We're going, Tom; now don't argue any more. 
See, I'm kissing you, kissing you twice." 

Speech of course was out of question at that mo- 
ment, but when I was able to open my lips and I 
saw by the starlight her dancing eyes, her eager face, 
I burst out: 

"If the devil didn't make women, then Adam 
never ate an apple 1" 

"Well, maybe he did make them, I don't care. 
Now here are your oars ; shut your hands on them. 
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And you're certainly a fine rower, Tom, so much 
better than any man I know, never splashing and 
scarcely making a noise and getting through the 
water so fast when you want to. There now, pull.'* 

Her persuasion perhaps was not altogether the 
cause of my yielding. Privately I too had been mak- 
ing eyes at the island. A burning desire was in my 
breast, a keen yearning against my better judgment, 
a thirst only the more pronounced because of my 
failure to balk Corwin, to see the men's departure 
and view the finish. 

"Caroline, would you turn me from my duty?" 
I asked severely. 

"Yes — and please begin rowing at once." 

With an air of resignation I pulled a few strokes. 

"I'm cowed," said I. "I see how it will be in our 
house, now that you've assumed the trousers." 

"Ha, you don't fool me a bit, young man. You 
want to go as badly as I do. Row on and save your 
breath." 

Thus it was we set off for Moreles' island. 

Another half hour brought us near. Once in that 
time I imagined I perceived, facing the west as I 
did in rowing, the dim ruddy glow like a cigar-end 
or a dull red lantern which Caroline and I had seen 
earlier in the evening. But it was only for an in- 
stant and I believed my eyes had tricked me. 

An exclamation from my companion caused me 
to rest on my oars. Looking over my shoulder, I 
beheld the vague outline of the island just before us, 
and farther away, at its opposite end, lights that 
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appeared to float upon the water, and on land an 
obscured glare that betokened a rousing bonfire. 

"Those lights there are the ship's," I said. 

"And some are moving between 1" she exclaimed, 
in excitement. 

"They're driving the work." 

"Go nearer; I can't see a single thing!" she re- 
plied, impatiently. 

"A dozen pulls, no more." When they were made 
I shipped the oars and moved to a seat beside her. 
"We must keep silent now. After we've stayed a bit 
we must go, for we must take no chances." 

Her form nestled closer to mine and hand in hand 
we sat watching the lights whose gleams flickered to 
us upon the swells. How long we remained unmov- 
ing I cannot say, possibly ten minutes, possibly fif- 
teen. Our craft must have drifted steadily towards 
the island's point during the interval, but, absorbed 
in the strange night appearance, I noticed neither the 
forward motion nor thc^ gradually increasing sound 
of the water on the island's beach. When all at 
once I started up we were at the island itself. I 
moved to seize the oars and to stem our advance, 
but a roller washed us ahead, we shot forward, our 
bow grazed sand, then stuck. We were on shore. 

"Oh, oh, are we here I" Caroline exclaimed aloud. 

"Heavens, hush. Don't speak; some one might 
be about." 

She gazed round at the darkness. 

"I see no one," said she, confidently. 

"Caroline, you must not talk," I commanded, low. 
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"Even if you see no one, still he might be here. Now 
sit still while I step out and push the boat off." 

Thereupon I put my already soaked shoe into the 
water. We had come on the beach, I discerned, 
somewhat eastward of the point and on the south 
side. Leaning forward and seizing the gunwale, I 
gave the boat a strong push outward — it did not 
stir. I pushed a second time and still it remained 
stationary. So shifting to the prow to obtain a bet- 
ter position, I reached down my hands to grasp the 
bow, but they did not close on wood. Instead they 
shut on another pair of hands gripping the boat* 
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The hands were instantly withdrawn and next I 
felt the muzzle of a pistol pressing against my ribs, 
while a rough voice ordered.: 

**Stand where you are — and tell that girl to get 
out of the boat." 

Under the persuasion of the weapon I felt no 
inclination to take issue with my captor : I bade Caro^ 
line step forth, which she did without protest and in 
spite of wet feet, groping her way to me. 

"What has happened — ^who is it?" she whis- 
pered. 

"Stow that talk and tell what you're doing here?" 
the man beside me growled. 

"We drifted ashore while boat-riding; it was acd- 
dental," I explained. 

"Well, accidents won't get you off, or anybody 
else to-night. Pull your boat up where it won't float 
off and then come with me. Don't try to draw a gun 
or work any funny business if you don't want 
trouble." 

I made the boat safe as he commanded, then said: 

"We're not looking for trouble and we don't wish 
to interfere with anybody. You seem to think we're 
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out to smash something. A man and a girl are not 
very likely to be desperate or to work any damage.*' 

"The boss will say as to that when you get to 
him," was his reply. 

As he finished speaking there came a call from a 
companion guard some fifty yards along the beach, 
who wanted to know what had happened. Our man 
responded by informing him that he had caught "a 
couple of night birds," whereupon the other came 
forward to the spot. He struck a match and held 
it before us. 

"A man and a skirt — ^what d'you know about 
that 1" he exclaimed. "Where did they come from, 
Jack?" 

"Just floated in like a pair of turtles. Come along 
with me while I take 'em to camp." 

And so off the four of us started. 

The presence here of the pair of sentries showed 
that Corwin at this final hour of his coup was taking 
no chances. As little as was the likelihood any one 
would land on the island, there was yet the bare 
risk some one from Cericia sailing on the water might 
behold the unwonted spectacle of the numerous lights, 
investigate, carry back word of the mystery and 
pass it on to Hampden. In forty-eight hours rumor 
of the event might be in Pensacola, in Mobile, New 
Orleans; and the federal authorities, seizing on it, 
could despatch a fast boat to pursue the gun-runner 
and warn by wireless the American cruisers on the 
Mexican coast to intercept it. At any rate his fingers 
had closed on Caroline and me. 
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As our little party of four proceeded eastward 
on the beach she clung tightly to my arm. I sensed 
that she was a very scared, a very penitent and very 
unhappy girl, so I assured her with a quiet word that 
all would end well, though feeling far from certain 
myself that such would be the case. Our inquisitive- 
ness had resulted in its logical outcome, but I de- 
termined to wear a good face. 

Fortunately I had not been searched and relieved 
of my automatic pistol, which if worse came to worse 
would enable me to put up a defense and to assist 
Caroline's escape. Moreover, in Corwin I placed 
hope of decent treatment; though unscrupulous, he 
was still a gentleman, and I trusted that he would 
see us as we were, a pair of foolish, harmless, fugi- 
tive lovers. 

At the end of ten minutes we arrived at the far 
end of the island. A great fire was going to illumi- 
nate the beach and the place of landing. Off a 
quarter of a mile or so loomed the vessel, lights 
upon her side, her shape dark and indistinct in the 
starlight. Between it and the spot to which we came 
rode other lanterns that served, as I saw when they 
presently drew in, a scow improvised of two ship 
boats and a platform of planks laid on them. Lines 
to the vessel and to shore moved it to and fro like 
a ferry. 

Over the last stretch of sand we tramped and 
up through the fringe of grass to the fire. For a 
little time we stood unobserved while one of our 
guards went to find the leader, watching the work 
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going forward as only work does under a task- 
master's lash or with a captain's promise of liberal 
reward — and this haste, I imagined, contained some- 
thing of both. Half a dozen men were lugging cases 
to the water's edge, which others had brought from 
inland to the fire ; others hauled at the scow's cable ; 
occasional commands and occasional panting oaths 
sounded over the place, and even from the distant 
ship there traveled faint shouts and the water-borne 
murmur of industry. 

Directly Corwin came striding towards us. He 
halted before us, the firelight falling full on his face 
and figure, and stood restlessly beating knee with a 
switch he had plucked from a bush. 

"What's thisl Why are you young fools here?" 
he asked sharply. 

"Not because we want to be," I answered. "We 
were rowing on the water because there was nowhere 
else for us to go. Then first thing we knew we 
drifted on the point of the island and were cap« 
tured by your men." 

"Well, you're here where you've no business to 
be." 

His eyes fastened on Caroline, who, though con- 
tinuing to cling tightly to my arm, nevertheless cou- 
rageously returned his look. 

"You're right, girls at least are fools, Mr. Cor- 
win," she said, with a quaver of her voice. "We 
dared not go to Cericia and so we kept on rowing 
and at last saw these lights. I was curious to know 
what they meant and made Mr. Masson come nearer, 
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though he said they were none of our business, and 
next thing we bumped into the island. It was all my 
fault" 

"No, no, Corwin, I'm responsible," I hastened to 
state. "I was the one who wanted to learn what was 
going on — Caroline is an innocent party." 

"Tom, I made you come 1" 

"Both and neither of you appear guilty," he said, 
in a dry tone. "It doesn't matter. You're here and 
will have to be taken care of." 

Once or twice more he switched his knee. Then 
he turned his head to give an order to a group of 
men who had just emerged from the darkness bear- 
ing a box, coming from the direction where I knew 
Moreles' camp to be. 

"I thought you started for Hampden," he said, 
giving his attention to us. 

"We wished the mob from town to think so," I 
explained, "but we had no such idea — ^those fellows 
would have caught us. Instead of going we circled 
back to the beach west of Webb House and when 
it grew dark we rowed out upon the water believing 
it the safest place." 

"And we'll go straight away from here now and 
not bother you at all, if you'll let us," Caroline 
added, with the eagerness of one wishing to be very 
good. 

A shake of the head was his answer. 

"Not until we've lifted anchor. Though in all 
probability you would not go back to Cericia, still 
when you're here I have you under my eye. I can't 
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spare a man to watch you, so keep at my side." And 
then to the guards who had brought us, "Go back 
to the point — one of you should have remained 
there." 

We were now in the singular position of being at 
once prisoners and spectators. The work went on 
apace, the cases coming from the Mexican's camp to 
the beach where they were loaded on the scow. With 
the distant ship at its mooring, with the ceaseless roll 
of combers on the island, the flare of the huge bon- 
fire, the night, the eerie surroundings of trees and 
sand and sea, the shadowy figures of sailors moving 
to and fro with their burdens, the crash of boxes 
heaved upon the scow, the shouts, calls and sudden 
silences, lights gleaming on water, the haste and 
fever of the work, we might have been gazing on 
some weird piratical scene that had been staged 
in these seas two centuries before. Indeed, in these 
men was not the fierce and lawless spirit of those 
old buccaneers once more revived? 

Some thirty minutes passed. Most of the freight 
had already gone aboard the steamer when Caro- 
line and I arrived, as I learned when Malmesburg 
came up during the loading of the scow to consult 
Corwin. He wore no coat or vest and his collar 
was off ; he was wiping perspiration from his face. 

"How much is left?" he inquired, looking in the 
direction of Moreles' camp. 

"The next trip will be the last. How is the tackle 
over yonder working?" 

"Well enough — ^who the devil is that with you 1" 
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For he had just got sight of Caroline and me a litde 
to the rear of Corwin and in his shadow. **Hanged 
if it isn't Masson and lovely Caroline again I Come 
to see us sail away to foreign parts. I say, charm- 
ing of you both, don't you know, especially of you, 
dear Miss Webb. I thought the pair of you'd be 
playing — ^what-d'you-call-it — Babes in the Woods. 
Didn't cut and run after all." 

"We're still on hand," I replied. 

Corwin, apparently indifferent now to everything 
but the success of the departure, made no move to 
check the other's speech. 

"Well, these be busy times, comrades, and I must 
be going. When I reach the ship and tell Ratch 
you're here he'll foam at the mouth to have missed 
you, he's that hospitable. By the way, Caroline, 
mon ami, better throw Masson overboard and sail 
with us — Ratch and I will fight it out on deck with 
knives to see who has you. Won't, eh? Alas, I'll 
have to seek another girl in another port." 

While he talked Caroline had pressed against me 
for protection, staring at him in fear and horror; 
and little wonder, for with his disheveled hair, the 
mocking grin on his long horse face, his hands on 
his hips and his satyr bearing and the words that 
fell from his lips, he was both threatening and re- 
pulsive. Our situation was such that I dared not for 
our own safety resent his speech; we had ventured 
into these creatures den and must therefore take 
the rough with the smooth. 

Corwin made a gesture towards the scow. 
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"Your work, Malmesbury," he said, shortly. 
Whereat the Englishman after a final fleer at us 
moved off. 

He had gone but part way towards it when a burst 
of shouts and cries sounded from the ship, which, 
in spite of the diminishing effect of distance, carried 
so different, so startled and fierce a note from the 
previous movement that we all were attracted by it. 

"What's that racket 1" Malmesbury exclaimed, 
halting. 

Corwin did not immediately answer. He stood 
regarding the dim ship while he continued to listen. 
The Englishman came a step or two back. 

"A packing case slipped out the sling and smashed 
some beggar, I judge," Corwin said, at last. 

"That may be the cause," Malmesbury replied. 

"You can learn when you go with the scow." 

Another muffled outburst of noise traveled over 
the water to our ears, punctuated by angry yells, 
choked cries, oaths, then several shots in staccato. 

"A row — ^something's happened!" Malmesbury 
said, quickly. "Ratchford has let his gang of wharf 
rats get out of hand and had to use his gun." 

"The captain and mate were with him and the 
men were sober," Corwin returned. He stood beat- 
ing his switch on leg, plainly disturbed by the mys- 
terious occurrence. 

"Well, all seems quiet now," said the other. "Bul- 
lets bring raffle of that sort to their senses — Ratch 
should drop one or two more to lengthen their mem- 
ories. I wish I were there." 
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That it was good for some one he was not on 
board I saw by the murderous look on his face : he 
unquestionably would have driven home the lesson 
that mutiny was an unprofitable business on this 
craft. 

We were yet standing and staring at the ship, 
where silence had been as suddenly restored as it 
had been broken, when a second surprise came in the 
form of a brilliant red flare that shot up at the ship's 
rail, bringing out in crimson relief the boat's deck 
and funnel and spars. The unexpectedness of it, 
the uncanny glow and spectre-like appearance of the 
vessel, the inexplicable meaning of the phenomenon, 
held us immovable. 

"By God, the game's gone wrong somewhere," 
Malmesbury presently cried in a hoarse voice. 

"Then we'll right it," Corwin said. "I'll spread- 
eagle the curs on their own deck and give them an 
hour of a rope's end." 

"Shall I call up the men here?" 

"Yes — and break open a case of guns." 

Scarcely were the words out of his mouth, how- 
ever, when a whistle shrilled clear and sharp in the 
darkness behind us, answered instantly by a second 
farther inland, and by a third still more distant to- 
wards Moreles' camp. 

We whirled about. Four men who had just come 
into the firelight carrying a box halted in doubt, at 
last lowered their burden and peered off where had 
come the blast. 
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"They're all around us," Malmesbury said, show- 
ing his long teeth in a snarl. 

Corwin made np response. The switch snapped 
in his hand. 

Out of the night came the rush of a dozen men, 
springing forth into the bonfire's circle of light like 
apparitions. Malmesbury swung about and ran to- 
wards the scow, whose workmen had clambered 
aboard and were frantically endeavoring to work 
the cumbersome float off shore. 

Astounded by the rapid succession of events and 
at a loss as to where they left Caroline and me, 
Corwin's prisoners as we had been until this minute, 
I instinctively drew her to me for protection and 
clutched my pistol. Corwin took a step this way, 
then that; the sailors at the box started to flee. But 
so unlocked for had been the attack and so swiftly 
executed that before they could make off our com- 
panion was seized, the men caught and the scow 
overrun. And Caroline and I too were roughly 
grasped and gathered in with the rest. Pistols were 
everywhere about us, silent, determined men holding 
us in a ring. From inland came the report of a 
shot, another, then three or four in quick discharges, 
after which all was quiet, and there was only the 
snapping of the Are and the undisturbed roll of the 
surf. 

I saw that the men guarding us were not mutinous 
sailors from the vessel but strangers in uniform, 
which struck me as being curious — uniforms seemed 
incongruous on this lonely, sandy haunt of gun-run- 
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ners. For the truth of what had happened did not 
penetrate my confused mind. 

One of the circle placed a whistle to his lips, blow- 
ing three blasts. A similar answer sounded from 
across the island and the man put away his whistle. 
The affair was over, camp and conspirators cap- 
tured. 

**What is it, who are they?'* Caroline whispered 
of me, terrified. 

"I don't know. They — ^wait, I believe they're 
officers; yes, they're revenue officers; I recognize 
their uniforms now. Don't worry any longer, dear, 
for we're in safe hands at last." 

From out the darkness presently appeared a fresh 
contingent of men coming towards the fire. They 
resolved themselves into captors and captives, the 
latter being pushed into our group, who proved to 
be sailors that were taken while carrying boxes to 
the scow. One or two of their number had failed 
to be captured and had escaped in the night. Those 
who joined us had been overpowered only after a 
fight, the recollection of which kept them sullen and 
cursing among themselves. 

I looked across the water towards the ship. The 
flare was dying down, the sea about it was no longer 
dyed a crimson hue, funnel and spars were again 
invisible. The purport of the red light, as well as 
the meaning of the cries and shouts that there pre- 
ceded its appearance, was now clear; it was a signal 
to the land forces that the boarding party, which 
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initiated the attack, had mastered the crew and taken 
the vessel. 

Soon new voices were heard coming from among 
the trees. There was a swish of feet through grass 
and directly another body of men moved forward 
into the firelight — ^the last of the prisoners with 
guards, four of the crew who had been rounded up 
at Moreles' camp. 

When these were added to us captives the herd 
of us was moved nearer the fire for examination and 
search. Curious eyes among the revenue men looked 
at Caroline. 

"Does this woman belong with you?" an officer 
asked Corwin, who already had been designated as 
the leader. 

"No,'' said he. 

"She's in it at least," was the grim reply. 

Here a man whom I had not observed before 
stepped forward. 

"No, she's not one of them," said he. 

The voice rang strangely familiar. I bent to have 
a better look at him, but amid the shadows could 
not distinguish his features. By the consideration 
shown by the revenue men I guessed him to be the 
chief of their party. He came yet nearer, removed 
his hat and wiped the perspiration from his fore- 
head. I gave a start ; I could not believe my eyes. 

"You, Dempster 1" I cried. 

"Yes, this is the seaweed I've been after," said 
the scientist. 

For he it was. 
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AN island's night MAGIC 

When Dempster next addressed me his manner was 
sharp and peremptory. 

"I ordered you to stay at home and attend strictly 
to your own business and not meddle in this affair," 
he said. 

"You suggested it, was all, I believe," said I. 

"I told you to stay at home and I meant it. And 
like an idiot you come not only yourself but bring 
Miss Webb with you into this hell's nest. You ought 
to be strung up by the thumbs for that — ^no, that's 
for men; you deserve to be whipped like a boy." 

At these scathing words my blood took fire. 

"In any case I've appeared to my friends in my 
true colors," I answered. "I've not pretended to be 
one thing when I was another — ^they knew what and 
who I was." 

"Well?" he said, coldly. 

"I've but one thing more to say. Here, as else- 
where on the estate. Miss Webb and I stand on our 
own property; where and when we go about it we're 
answerable to ourselves alone. Concerning our 
movements we may receive suggestions, but we take 
no orders from any one." 
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"WeU?" he repeated. 

"Come, Caroline," I said, turning to her. "We'll 
go. 

She had let my arm fall while we talked and stood 
looking from one to another of us with a troubled 
face. Instead of joining me she made a step to- 
wards Dempster. 

"You're unjust to Tom," she said, softly. 

"In what respect?" 

"In thinking he should have stiayed at Webb 
House. He could not stay there or in Cericia be- 
cause a mob came to take him, perhaps to lynch him. 
And I wouldn't let him go alone, let him go without 
me — for I too was the same as driven out. We 
fled into the woods, then when it grew dark bor- 
rowed your boat and rowed out upon the water." 

"And came here for safety." 

"No, we drifted about waiting to see a light in 
your cottage so we could take refuge there for the 
night. After a while I saw the ship's lanterns. I 
wanted to learn what was going on here, so we rowed 
a little way nearer to watch and then before we 
knew it the current carried us on the point of the 
island where some men seized us. That's how we 
happen to be here, through no fault of our own — 
that is, not altogether. And Tom is not to blame. 
We dared not remain at Webb House or about 
Cericia and had nowhere else to go than on the 
water." And after a pause, during which she gazed 
at him, she said, "I'm very sorry you feel as you do." 

He made no response and she turned to me. 
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"I'm ready to go now, Tom," she said. 

Dempster came towards us, putting out a hand. 

"Wait, Tm not ready for you two to go," he 
stated. "IVe something more to say; I wish to 
make an apology to you, Masson, and to you too, 
Miss Webb. My words were indeed unjust. I ask 
you both to forgive me and to receive me again as 
your friend in order that I may make amends. I 
gave way to anger when I should have remembered 
that you were suffering wrongs and stood in peril. 
An apology doesn't lessen my offense, but I ask you 
both to accept it." 

My bitterness of spirit ebbed away before so quid^, 
so sincere an acknowledgment, and in its place was 
restored the old feeling of attachment I had for the 
man. With it too I experienced a keen regret for 
my own hard retort. 

"Of qourse we'll accept it, won't we, Tom ?" Caro- 
line declared, her face bright with happiness. "It 
was all a misunderstanding and we'll be even bet- 
ter friends." 

"But you must accept my apology too," I said. 
"My words were spoken in heat." 

"They were only the truth — ^I exceeded my au- 
thority." 

"I wish you to consider them unsaid," I urged, 
gripping his hand, "so that we'll be at quits, or 
you'll leave me with a lasting regret." 

"Then I shall do so. Now I can attend to Corwin 
and his crowd with a clear mind" 
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"And we'll stay to see the finish, unless Caro- 
line wishes to go." 

"Where can we go? Besides, I want to see him 
punished." 

"Well, we shall not exactly punish him to-night," 
Dempster laughed, "but you may remain just the 
same." 

Excusing himself, he again gave .his attention to 
the business in hand. A flare similar to the one used 
on the ship was set off on the beach to signal the 
pair of revenue service boats, fast motor cruisers, 
which had brought Dempster's party of men and 
which lay somewhere off the western end of the 
island. The dull light like a cigar glow that Caro- 
line and I had seen first in the late dusk and again 
just before we were taken by Corwin's sentinels was 
a bull's eye of one of these uncovered for a moment 
while speaking its companion. Immediately the 
beam of a searchlight replied, lamps flashed up on 
deck and in port-holes, and while one of the motor 
boats headed for the vessel the other slipped down 
shore towards us. 

"Now find the axes we left back yonder in the 
grass; we'll open a box," Dempster bade two of his 
men. 

During the search for the tools the prisoners were 
handcuffed together in pairs except Corwin, who 
was granted the doubtful favor of separate irofcs. 

"Did you see anything of Ratchford and Malmes^ 
bury?" Dempster inquired of me, when this business 
was finished." 
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"Ratchford was on board the ship and Malmes- 
bury was managing the scow," I informed him. "He 
was here talking to us when you attacked, but ran 
down to the float." 

"One of the men tells me a fellow, who I believe 
was the Englishman, fled to the scow and afterwards 
jumped into the water, escaping." 

"Then he got away?" I asked. 

"For the time being, but unless he swims to the 
mainland we'll catch him. There are one or two 
of the sailors also who are loose on the island — 
we'll round them allup." 

"And Moreles, I don't see him among your pris- 
oners." 

"He's dead." 

"Deadl" I exclaimed, startled at this unexpected 
news. 

"Yes, shot. He and another with him resisted. 
Their bodies are lying not far from his tent where 
they fell — ^we'U bury them in the morning." 

"I hoped he would be hanged." 

"This way was just as well — and surer," he re- 
sponded, moving off. 

And Moreles was dead. Desperate to the end, 
his savage career had its close here on this isolated 
isle and never again would he walk beneath the sunny 
skies of Mexico. My bullet had spared him last 
night only that another's now should do the work. 
I felt both satisfaction and relief at his death, for 
it was but Justice meting out quick punishment on 
him for Laf e Dodd's murder. Yet as I stood con- 
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templating the fact, I seemed to behold the ruffiaa 
as he had been when Dempster and I first gazed 
on his camp : the man sitting by the fire with a rag 
about his head, a bottle on the sand at his side and 
a hoarse love-song on his lips. 

The searchers now returned with the axes. 
Though I knew what the stout packing cases con- 
tained I nevertheless found my interest in their con- 
tents revived and so with Caroline approached nearer 
to the box which Dempster ordered opened. The 
sailors remained on one side under guard, their first 
sullenness abated and succeeded by the stolid indif- 
ference which men acquire who have experienced 
the quick changes of luck in questionable ventures. 
Moreover, they knew that though the leaders of the 
illicit expedition would probably receive long prison 
sentences, their own punishment as humble acces- 
sories to the crime would be limited to jail terms. 
But Corwin at a command was led forward to wit- 
ness the operation. 

"Smash in the cover," Dempster ordered the ax- 
men. 

The axes swung and boards broke. Half a dozen 
blows were sufficient to demolish the top and scat- 
ter the pieces. When the workmen stepped back 
Dempster advanced and bent over the case. The 
light was bad, so that one could not see its interior. 
He put a hand down into it, felt about. Then he 
ceased to move, remaining with his hand still thrust 
into the box and staring. Finally he straightened 
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up, a look of bewilderment on his face that gradually 
changed to anger. 

"Bring here one of those cases yonder," he com- 
manded, indicating several that rested on the beach 
where they had been placed ready to load on the 
scow. 

One was brought Again the axes were lifted; 
again the top was smashed. For a second time 
Dempster bent forward and made an examination, 
€ven going down on a knee over the case. At last 
he rose, a little wearily, I thought, and dusted his 
hands. Corwin looked from Dempster to the box 
and from the box to Dempster again, as if in per- 
plexity at the other's course. 

Dempster turned about to face him. 

"This will not get you oflF," he said, wrathfully. 

"You speak in riddles," Corwin replied. 

"You understand me well enough." 

For a time the two men eyed each other. Their 
words and their behavior were incomprehensible to 
me. I had expected Dempster to draw a rifle from 
the box with which to seal Corwin's guilt, but it was 
not forthcoming. 

"Lift up the case and empty it," Dempster bade 
his men. 

It was raised on end and heaved forward. Out 
of the opening spouted extraordinary cargo for a 
gun-runner's business — several small logs and a gush 
of sand. 

Corwin stared incredulously for a moment. Then 
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he recovered himself; indeed, displayed something 

of his old masterfulness. 

"Well?" said he. "Why am I manacled?" 
And on the evidence produced the recent autocrat 

of Webb House appeared to have rather the best of 

the situation. 
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CHAPTER XXII 

NO EVIDENCE 

Caroline and I were once more in the boat on our 
way to Cericia. On the island behind us the reve- 
nue officers remained with their prisoners, to ex- 
amine the whole contraband cargo in order to learn 
whether all or only a part of the boxes had been re- 
filled with sand. How Dempster had been able to 
make a landing and surprise Corwin's camp without 
detection can be explained by the fact that his men 
disembarked while the two guards were conveying 
Caroline and me to the fire. On their return to 
their post they were seized and gagged before they 
could give an alarm. We therefore had in a de- 
gree contributed to Corwin's discomfiture. 

'*Tom," Caroline presently said, as I pulled at the 
oars. 

*Tes?'' I asked. 

"I want you to take back the trousers you said 
I had assumed. You know what is best to do about 
things, and I don't. You were right in wishing to 
stay away from the island." And after a thought- 
ful pause she added, "IVe had enough thrills to last 
me a whole lifetime and from now on I hope nothing 
exciting happens." 

294 
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"I feel like resting a bit myself," said I. "But 
the end is not yet." 

"Why, what do you mean?" 

"We've your aunt still to deal with." 

"True, she can be disagreeable. But we're go- 
ing to Mr. Dempster's cottage to-night, you said." 

"We're going to Webb House," I replied. 

"Oh, no, we dare not. If we' went those dread- 
ful men from the village would come for you again ; 
then we'd have our running away to do a second 
time." 

Before answering her I rowed steadily for a time ; 
the miles to be covered now seemed desperately 
long, tired as I was by the excitement and strain un- 
der which I had been all day and feeling with the 
lift from danger a natural reaction. 

"Don't think for a minute that weVe going to 
Dempster's," I said, finally. "Cericia will have its 
ears pulled when the officers come if it attempts any 
more mob business. Webb Hbuse is ours, so there 
we go — this time to stay. Ah, Corwin and the Eng- 
lishmen will be coming back too in the morning when 
Dempster has caught Malmesbury. Just fancy your 
aunt's and your cousin's joy at having their three 
fine gentlemen return so soon — I want to be on hand 
at the meeting." 

"Fancy their joy, if that's what you call it, when 
they see us to-night. I'm almost afraid to encounter 
aunt's tongue." 

I stopped my rowing. 

"You need fear nothing," said I. "Undoubtedly 
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she'll be In a bad temper at our return, but the worse 
it is, the worse it will be for her in the end. Mrs- 
Belknap is booked for some severe shocks in the 
next twenty-four hours from all quarters." 

The first of these came when after beaching the 
boat we marched up the slope and advanced into her 
presence on the veranda. The hour was just mid- 
night. Probably the loneliness of the house caused 
by the absence of their friends accounted for the 
late vigil of the Belknaps. 

As the light from the porch lamp fell on us Mrs. 
Belknap started up. 

"You two! What are you doing here?" she ex- 
claimed, with a face growing hard. 

"Yes, it's we — ^we knew you'd be anxious until we 
came back, so here we are," I replied. "No villagers 
hiding in the closets, are there?" 

To this inquiry the woman vouchsafed no re- 
sponse ; indeed, she grew disdainful. For a little she 
regarded first me and then Caroline, with lips drawn 
in a tight line and with eyes cold as stone. 

"You can't enter this house, neither of you," she 
stated at last, sharply. "You're to understand that, 
Caroline, as well as this man. I'll not have you here 
after running about in the woods and the dark with 
this fellow like an abandoned creature. I'm now 
in charge of this house — and you two will stay out 
of it." 

"Remember that Caroline is your niece, Mrs. Bel- 
knap," said I. "Have you no sympathy or kindness 
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to bestow on her in her misfortune? Do you not 
feel any stir of pity for her?" 

**I do not; she deserves none." 

"Does not your relationship make it a duty to 
care for her?" 

**She forfeited any claim to relationship when she 
disobeyed me and when she cast aside all propriety. 
I want nothing to do with either of you — and you 
shall not enter this house 1" 

"Then you wish wholly to be rid of her?" 

"I do; I never want to see her face again and I 
disown her as niece." 

I turned to Caroline. 

"You hear?" I asked. 

"Yes, I hear," was her quiet reply. 

Once more I faced the woman. 

"You've Imade yourself plain; I trust that you'll 
recall these words at another time in the future," 
I said. "From this minute Caroline by your own 
wish is no longer your niece. But remember this, 
she's my future wife." 

"So much the better for her. It's well that she's 
to be your wife after the scandalous conduct of you 
two — she'll probably need a husband badly. Mar- 
riage often saves a disgrace." 

During this speech Caroline remained unspeaking,^ 
now hot, now cold, her hands opening and clenching, 
until the last words. 

"Oh, how can you think such wicked things 1" she 
said with a sob. 

I took an angry step towards the woman. 
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"It's unbelievable one could have such an evil 
mind, but you have it," I said. "Any scandal of our 
actions is bom in your brain — but why should I say 
more? You've grossly insulted this poor girl, you* re 
doing your best to wreck your ignoble spirit on her, 
you want to drive her away because you think she's 
poor and helpless, you wish to see her suffer and fall, 
you'd rejoice to trample her in the dust. We shall 
not forget it. Come, Caroline, I'll have you hear 
no more." 

The woman interposed herself. 

"You shall not enter!" she said. 

"Such is our firm intention, so kindly step aside/* 
I replied. 

"You shall not!" 

"Do not compel me to use force, madam, in order 
to push by." 

If eyes could have consumed, hers would have left 
nothing of me then. For two or three minutes I 
waited, while she glared. 

"Women are helpless against a brute," she at last 
hissed, moving aside and drawing Olive back. 

"Come, Caroline," I repeated. 

"The men in the village shall deal with you in 
the morning," the aunt stated by way of threat. 
"You'll pay for this treatment of me." To which 
I made no answer, except to lead Caroline in. 

Human character presents many anomalies. Of 
Olive, who had been dominated by her mother and 
unconsciously instructed in selfishness, one could ex- 
pect perhaps no other traits than those she showed; 
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but it IS difficult to associate at all with femininity, 
with womanhood, such inherent greed, ingratitude, 
hardness and baseness of nature as composed Mrs. 
Belknap. What circumstances could have produced 
this character, so lacking in the soft and generous 
impulses common to womankind? Is it possible some 
women are bom thus with a heart cankered and 
envenomed? 

Giving the matter up unsolved, I fell into a heavy 
^eep that Was unbroken during the night. I an- 
ticipated that the Belknaps would breakfast next 
morning either before or after Caroline and me in 
order to avoid contact with us; it was with some- 
thing of surprise and even a little with amusement 
then that I perceived them sweep downstairs as we 
entered the dining-room. 

Mrs. Belknap carried a haughty head to her ac- 
customed place, while Olive exhibited rather more 
of spitefulness in her manner than of arrogance. 

"I trust you ladies rested comfortably," I said, 
with a bow. 

"Do not address us, sir — at least allow us that im- 
munity," was her cold rejoinder. "If you're still 
here when Mr. Corwin returns, which will be in a 
week — if you're still here, as you no doubt purpose, 
being the sort of bully you are, Til not have to ask 
immunity then — she'll see to that." 

"Mr. Corwin will be back this morning, if you 
Would know," I remarked, unfolding my napkin. 

Her eyes opened in astonishment at this statement^ 
but inmiediately drew together in scom. 
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'You're not informed of his movements, I imag- 



me. 



"Well, in this particular case I happen to be. 
He'll be here before noon." 

"Thank heaven, if that be true I" 

"You'll find it so — and Mr. Ratchford and prob- 
ably Mr. Malmesbury will be with him. We'll all 
have a pleasant reunion." 

Her eyes flashed a streak of lightning at me. 

"Pleasant you'll find it," she said, "when those 
gentlemen fling you out of the house by the crop. To 
think I and my daughter must suffer your indigni- 
ties I" 

Her indignities, whatever they were, did not, how- 
ever, cause her perpetual distress, as after a time 
she regained confidence, her face grew satisfied and 
finally wore a triumphant look, and her appetite, 
previously lagging, resumed its usual hearty vigor. 

The meal was at last done. Caroline and I 
strolled forth to a place at one end of the veranda, 
upon vhich the Belknaps presently emerged as if de- 
termined to assert their rights and lodged themselves 
at the other. Aside from hostile, menacing glances 
we were spared their attention. It was not much 
later that I saw upon the water in the east a trace of 
smoke which soon grew into a smudge. As I had 
predicted, Corwin was coming. Next Caroline and 
I made out the ship, flanked by the motor boats, 
slowly growing larger and more distinct. With 
their approach Cericia awoke to the fact that it 
had visitors, whereupon it resorted to the beach al- 
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most to the last member, as large craft were infre- 
quent in these waters. When the ship arrived some 
half mile off shore its anchor was dropped, while 
the two other boats made for the pier below us. 

The cruisers were crowded to the rail with men, 
a sight which caused Olive to run a little way out on 
the grass and gaze from under hand. 

"Come back, Olive; don't show you're curious," 
Mrs. Belknap said. "Mr. Corwin and the other 
gentlemen are no doubt there and when they come 
up we'll see how this fellow with us talks then — 
if he hasn't sneaked away." 

Cericia too had pointed for the pier, bent on dis- 
covering the occasion of this singular visit, and ar- 
rived at about the same time as the boats, from which 
the prisoners were being disembarked. The officers 
motioned the inquisitive townsmen back until an open 
space by the land end of the pier was obtained, where 
the crowd from the boats was moved. Then Demp- 
ster marched his cohort up the slope towards us, 
with the villagers walking on either side and at the 
rear of the manacled men and popping their eyes 
out at what they saw. 

"What are all these men doing here? What does 
it mean?" Olive asked her mother, uneasily. 

"I don't know yet, but be patient, '^ was the reply. 
"We'll learn presently. Mr. Corwin is engaged in 
large and important affairs and of course employs 
many people." 

"But " Olive paused to stare a second time. 

"But he has something tied about his wrists, and so 



Digitized 



by Google 



302 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

has Mr. Ratchford. They're walking in front. I 
don't understand it." 

"Be still a minute — and stand aside so I can 
see. 

The small army of officers and prisoners and 
white villagers and black tramped steadily nearer, 
until at a word it stopped some paces before the 
house. When I directed my look at Mrs. Belknap 
to observe how she took her friends' predicament I 
saw incredulity and horror depicted on her face. 

"Mr. Corwin — Mr. Ratchford!" she exclaimed, 
rising out of her chair. 

The former returned her look imperturbably; 
the latter glowered at her and his lip moved over a 
curse. 

At this moment several of the towns-people, until 
now occupied by the wonder of the stranger throng, 
beheld me and broke forth in new exclamations, 
which ended by their starting in my direction with 
the loudly expressed intention of not letting me es- 
cape this time. 

Dempster came a step and leaped up on the 
veranda edge. 

"Stop where you are," he commanded in a voice 
that halted them in their tracks. "I've one word 
to say to you folks and when it's said you will go 
back to your homes, for you're not wanted here. 
Mr. Masson did not kill your man Dodds; he had 
nothing to do with the killing and knew nothing abcHit 
the killing until after it happened." A murmur of 
disbelief met his words; he motioned for silence. "I 
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know of what I'm speaking, for Mr. Masson was 
with me at the time Dodds was killed. We were in 
my boat on the water." 

**What about that cap of his'n?" a voice asked in 
shrill inquiry. 

"Well, what about it? It was stolen from his 
room by the man named Malmesbury, whom you 
know, and it was given by him to the Mexican whom 
some of you have seen in Brown's bar and else* 
where. The Mexican killed Dodds because the lat- 
ter learned his secret here ; he placed the cap in his 
hand to make you people think exactly what you have 
thought, that Masson committed the murder. Now 
you know the truth and now you know the murderer. 
Remember this mistake the next time you set out to 
lynch a man." 

The village constable pushed forward towards 
Dempster, expectorated twice, then extended a hand. 

**I didn't arrest the feller, as you reckoned I'd 
better not," he said, with satisfaction. "Shake, I 
didn't know you was a constable yourself." 

Dempster shook Cericia's official hand. 

"Take these people home; I'm done with them. 
There's the road." 

"Don't you need my help with these des-prite char- 
acters you got hold of here?" And the constable 
gazed critically at the group of prisoners. 

"I think we can handle them safely. So you start 
your people home, or I'll arrest them all and ship 
them to Mobile as accessories to these men's crime. 
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Take them away, all of them— except you, Brown. 
Step this way." 

The storekeeper reluctantly advanced. At a signal 
from Dempster two of his officers caught Brown's 
arms. A short fierce struggle ensued, then the maa 
stood handcuffed and enraged. 

•'What's this for?" he demanded, angrily. 

"You're wanted," Dempster said. "If you're 
wise, you'll make no further trouble." 

"Sure you don't need me ?" the constable inquired. 

"Haven't you started yet!" Dempster thundered. 

"Going, going," came the quavering reply. And 
the constable, ^Facing round and flapping his arms at 
the villagers, cried, "Get home, get home, if you 
don't want to go to jail ! He says I'm to 'rest you 
all if you don't move 'long." And with the whole 
flock of villagers before him, who were now only 
too eager to be away from the ominous presence 
of the man they once thought mad, he went flapping 
and shooing them ahead. 

Dempster after speaking a word to one of his 
lieutenants drew me aside. 

"I must examine and list the names of this bunch 
of men and get statements from those who'll talk," 
he said. "But first I want to learn whether Corwin 
kept any papers here." 

"I think not," I answered; "at least I didn't find 
any in the library. If he had any he has probably 
destroyed them, but we might have a look." 

A search of desk, filing-cases and last his room re- 
vealed no incriminating documents and in fact no 
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documents at all. The man had not left a piece of 
paper as large as a thumb-nail. 

"The crafty scoundrel; I haven't a thing against 
him," my companion said as we descended the stair. 
**What's more, I'm keeping him and his men prison- 
ers without evidence and he knows it — he's cool as 
ice. Rightfully I shouldn't detain them and have 
no grounds to do so, but I'll not turn them loose until 
I'm convinced the stuff can't be found. That would 
mean watching him all over again until he moved it. 
There's a trick here I don't understand; I can't make 
it out. If I thought our raid had been tipped off— - 
but that's nonsense ; I know it was not." 

"There were guns in one box," said I, "for I felt 
them and brought one off. You have it at your cot- 
tage." 

"At my cottage, yes; that's just the trouble," he 
answered, with a bitter smile. "Standing in my 
house, it's no evidence. All of the guns are what 
I want and what I expected to seize — and I got a 
barrow load of sand!" 

"In every box?" I exclaimed. 

"In every last one. And we hunted high and low, 
ransacked the island, dug everywhere. You said 
last night Corwin was as much surprised as anybody 
at seeing sand in the cases — ^well, then who moved 
the guns and where are they?'* 

"Don't ask me. Still I'm convinced of the truth 
of what I said when we were discussing the matter 
after you smashed in the lids — Corwin knew no more 
of the substitution than did we«" 



Digitized 



by Google 



3o6 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

"TTiat only deepens the mystery," he remarked. 

And deepen it it did, for two nights before when 
he and I stole on the Mexican the rifles were in the 
boxes, or at any rate in some. In some 1 Could the 
others already have had the guns removed; could 
the ammunition cases already have been emptied, and 
the boxes even then been refilled with sand and 
sticks? I remembered that the case from which I 
had withdrawn my spoil was half-empty. Why 
should it be necessary to open and repack the 
weapons at all? Now it was clear in my mind — 
Moreles' night work explained the legerdemain that 
appeared last evening to have been practised before 
our eyes. And Corwin, the chief conspirator, he him- 
self had been double-crossed, a fact of which he was 
now aware and of which he was determined to take 
advantage. With whomever had tricked him he 
could settle later. 

Moreles stuck in my head like a burr. I began 
to pace to and fro considering all the facts concern-* 
ing him. If this did not explain his secret night busi- 
ness, what did? Why too his visits to the store 
against instructions? Why his meetings with 
Malmesbury? Had I not had earlier a suspicion the 
pair were up to something that Ratchford did not 
know about? Why had Malmesbury let me off from 
an accusation in the library when he knew I had 
been spying on him? Why had Malmesbury and 
Moreles met privately at 

I softly began to whistle. I whistled a lullaby and 
I whistled a march and I whistled a jig-time piece; 
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and the difference in tempo marked my progress to- 
wards a solution of the mystery. 

*Well, Moreles will not profit by it," I said to 
myself, aloud. 

"Moreles is dead," Dempster rejoined. 

"We'll have to do our best without him." 

"Our best is as good as nothing just now. But 
I'm not through; Tm going back to the island for 
another search — those guns are somewhere there. 
Masson, IVe simply got to find that stuff !" 

The iron spirit of the man never showed to bet- 
ter advantage than now, when weary, when worn 
by a sleepless night of action and responsibility, op- 
pressed by a sense of failure, he spoke his resolution 
yet to win. 

I brought forth from my pocket a silver dollar. 

"Will you bet that much you find the guns?" I 
asked. 

"Man, do you think this is a trivial matter?" he 
questioned in turn, with a frown. 

"Very well, then, if you don't like it that way, will 
you bet that much I can't find them?" 

He came all alive in a leap and caugnt me by the 
shoulder. 

"What do you know? What do you know about 
the guns?" he demanded. 

"I know where they are; it just came to me." 

"Then tell me, quick. Malmesbury is loose; we're 
losing time." 

I started towards the door. 
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"Come on," said I. "Bring some men; we may 
need them. Here's where I square accounts with all 
three gentlemen — Corwin^ Ratchford and Malmes- 
bury.'* 
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CHAPTER XXIII 



THE LAST OF THE "mETAL" 



Accompanied by half a dozen men, Dempster and 
I walked rapidly up the Hampden road. The wood 
on either side was quiet. Through the boughs* of 
the trees the sun sifted in warm, bright lances and 
fell here and there on open spaces of the road in 
clear floods. All was so peaceful, so fragrant, so 
drowsy, under the blue sky that it seemed with 
Cericia and its scenes of strife left behind we were 
walking in another world. 

At length we reached the leaning tree by the road- 
side, by which I had marked the faint path where 
Malmesbury turned off when I first trailed him. 
Without trouble I discovered the depression like an 
old furrow that was covered by pine needles and 
pointed it out to Dempster, who nodded his under- 
standing. Thereupon we set off in the direction it 
led. 

"This leads to an old cabin,*' said L 

•'You appear to know where you're going," Demp- 
ster answered. "Apparently you knew more of this 
gun plot than you made me believe." 

"I supposed you interested only in seaweed when 
309 
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I carried out this little investigation, and what I 
learned I imagined of no particular importance until 
twenty minutes ago. Malmesbury is still at large, 
you say?" 

"Yes. He was not on the island this mornings 
so he must have swum round to Moreles' camp after 
we left it last night, got the Mexican's boat and 
crossed over to the mainland." 

"He may then be hiding out at this old cabin." 

"What makes you think so? Has he been here 
before?" 

"Once that I know of, once when I saw him meet 
Moreles. It was their secret rendezvous, as I dis- 
covered when I followed the Englishman to the spot. 
Why the pair should get together in such an out 
of the way place I didn't understand at the time, 
but it's clear to me now in the light of later events. 
The cabin is on the bank of a creek." 

"I think I know the creek," he stated. "WhUe 
inspecting the coast east of the village and getting 
my bearings of the island I. found its mouth, but 
thought nothing of it. What happened when 
Malmesbury and Moreles met?" 

"Well, for one thing they caught Lafe Dodds, 
who had paddled up the creek after Moreles to see 
what he was doing — ^he was trailing the Mexican as 
I was trailing Malmesbury. They caught him and 
were about to kill him, when he escaped. The Eng- 
lishman chased him; Dodds, however, was too 
speedy — and you saw the end of the chase when 
they broke out of the wood upon the beach." 
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"I remember. And that was why Moreles later 
murdered Dodds?" 

**Yes, they were afraid he would talk.** 

**Did they learn of your presence too?" he asked, 
shrewdly. "Was that why Malmesbury stole your 
cap?" 

"The Mexican knew of it, for he stumbled over 
me and made me a prisoner to hold until the Eng- 
lishman returned. Miss Webb released me. She 
knew I had followed after Malmesbury, because she 
wanted to come too, which I forbade — ^but she stole 
after without my knowledge. And well she did, for 
it was her aid that enabled me to free myself from 
my cords and slip away. As it was, Moreles took a 
shot at us. Malmesbury, however, didn't know any- 
thing of my affair until after he obtained the cap — 
he simply needed some person on whom to shift the 
guilt of Dodds' prospective death, which he had al- 
ready determined on, and because I had quarreled 
with the young fellow I appeared the most suitable 
for his purpose. Besides he wished, I think, to be 
rid of me on general principles — there was a chance 
I might learn something. Dodds and I would be 
two birds hit by one stone." 

"I thought I knew everything that was going on 
here," Dempster remarked, "but I see I was con- 
siderably in the dark. What about this old house? 
Did you get a look into it?" 

"No, Moreles saw to that. I'm convinced, how- 
ever, that the stuff you want is there, for Malmes- 
bury and Moreles were there ; and where they were, 



Digitized 



by Google 



312 THE LADY OF MYSTERY HOUSE 

there should be the guns. It's the logical hiding- 
place ; it is abandoned and believed haunted ; no one 
ever visited it. As each wagon-load of freight ar- 
rived at the island Moreles doubtless secretly 
opened the cases and fetched the guns up the creek 
in his boat." 

"I see," said he, **I see. And at the last minute 
of the ship's sailing the two men planned to slip 
overboard in the darkness and let Corwin sail away 
with the sand. Very smooth. Then they'd move 
their loot somewhere else and sell it in Mexico on 
their own hook and clean up a fat bank-roll. I take 
off my hat to Mr. Malmesbury; he has brains as 
well as teeth." 

"Well, look out that he doesn't use the latter to 
bite — he's a bad proposition," I warned. **He and 
Moreles were a strong pair to draw to." 

"There's pepper in every Mexican dish, you know 
— ^we'U take care of Malmesbury. But he doesn't 
know Moreles is dead; he'll think the man a pris- 
oner. Won't he keep away from here on the chance 
the fellow might give the cache away?" 

"Not if I know the Englishman," I stated. "He'U 
not give up his loot now; if anything he'll move it 
to a new hiding-place on that very chance — and he'll 
have guessed that some of the boxes have been 
opened by this time." 

"He has nerve ; the trick he pulled off under Cor- 
win's nose shows that," Dempster admitted. "And 
if he could save the guns, he'd think to do even 
Moreles out of his share of profit. I wouldn't have 
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put It past either of the pair to plan to slip a knife 
in the other at the end in order to have the whole 
booty." 

"We'll quickly learn if Malmesbury is here, and 
we'd better stop, speaking," I said. For thickening 
clumps of underbrush indicated that we were draw- 
ing near our destination. 

With added caution we advanced among the 
bushes, until they formed an almost complete cover. 
The ground under foot became damp, the vegeta- 
tion grew rank, we were approaching the clearing. 
How different now the circumstance of my visit from 
that of the earlier occasion I 

Moving more and more slowly ahead and exer- 
cising ever greater watchfulness, I motioned the 
others to a halt at a sound that reached my ears. 
It was faint and dull, a noise so choked by the inter- 
vening undergrowth that I was unable to distinguish 
its nature except it was a sort of thump. Something 
distant might have been tossed down on boards. 

"Do you hear that?" I whispered to Dempster. 

"Yes; what is it?" 

"I can't tell — ^but some one is there." 

A dozen paces nearer we crept. The eaves and 
roof of the old house came in view, as shadowed, 
as dismal, as the first time I had beheld them. Again 
came the thumping sound — I placed it as being on the 
creek bank. 

Six more paces. Now through a vent in the brush 
I could see both house and that part of the clearing 
which lay in front of it. The decayed cabin con- 
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vcyed even more strongly the impression given by 
its roof: lifelessness, silence, must and evil. Litde 
wonder the negroes shunned it as haunted, for it 
exuded an atmosphere of rottenness and seemed to 
hold a lurking spirit of sinister deeds. The clear- 
ing was unchanged : there was the same uncanny light 
under the spreading trees, the same poisonous green 
in the surrounding cover, the dank smell of creek 
water and slime, the fixity of every object, the hush 
and the suggestion of pestilence and wickedness and 
death. Only Moreles was not there. But there 
might be another present equally evil and murderous. 

Ah, the man was present I 

Reaching back a hand, I gripped Dempster and 
drew him beside me where he too might see. For 
out of the cabin had walked Malmesbury, bearing 
a bundle wrapped in sacking. Its weight was con- 
siderable, as he staggered once in his advance to the 
creek's bank, out from under which protruded the 
stem of a boat — Laf e Dodds' boat it must have been 
— as I perceived on craning forward. 

"The guns — see, their barrels are exposed!" 
Dempster breathed. "You were right." 

"And Malmesbury it is." 

"Yes, we catch him too." 

Dempster was distinctly pleased; even in his whis- 
per I could mark his satisfaction. To obtain the 
guns was the chief thing, of course, but to capture 
the last member of the criminal band along with 
them would give the final measure of triumph. 

He turned his head to command his men. 
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"Wait, he^U come nearer," I said. 

"Waiting never pays. Ready, you fellows." 

The bushes parted as we went through and fell to- 
gether behind us again with scarcely a rustle of their 
leaves. Malmesbury, who had paused at the creek's 
edge to take breath, stooped forward to pass his 
load into the boat. Again a thump when it dropped. 
By the time he stood erect again we were several 
paces towards him, moving noiselessly on the damp 
turf, spreading out fan-wise, taking him in a net. 

I think no footstep of ours alarmed the man. 
When he turned he simply turned to go back to the 
cabin for another armful of guns. Then he stopped 
as if struck. His eyes flashed along our line, his 
lip curled back from his long teeth in bafilement and 
fury, and next instant he leaped three steps aside 
and plunged into the cover. 

Dempster's revolver cracked as he disappeared. 
We all began to shoot where he had gone, receiving 
in answer a bullet that sped over our heads, and a 
second. Rushing forward, we poured our fire into 
the underbrush until our weapons were emptied. 

"Load and follow him," Dempster ordered, suit- 
ing action to word. 

The prospect of entering that jungle, where our 
enemy could lie hidden and shoot at any stir, had 
no charm. I confess to feeling a sickish sensation, 
and the revenue service suddenly appeared to have 
responsibilities that appalled my amateur mind. Still 
I was resolved to go through with the business some- 
how, for Malmesbury if he escaped might come up 
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behind me some day, which would be just as bad. If 
I were to be shot, I wanted the bullets in front— 
we all have certain small points of pride. 

Dempster was no parade leader; he led now. 

"After me, all together I" he cried, running for- 
ward. 

We dove into the entanglement of bushes and 
vines, lunged ahead, keeping as best able our guns 
before us to be ready to return the Englishman's 
fire the instant his revolver spoke. We pushed and 
struggled and ripped our way in ; then with growing 
surprise that no report greeted us slackened our ef- 
forts and began to exchange guarded words. 

A shout came from one of the men. Immediately 
we worked our way to him. Pressing back the un- 
dergrowth with an arm, he stood bent down re- 
garding a figure half screened by leaves. 

"Stumbled over him," he said, as we reached Ae 
spot. 

"Dead?" Dempster asked. 

"Not yet, but going." 

Panting still from our fierce fight with the inter- 
laced vegetation, we crowded about Malmesbury's 
prostrate form. The Englishman lay on his back; 
his eyes were glazed and life was ebbing fast. Once 
he moistened his lips with his tongue — the old habit. 
His pistol yet remained in his hand, but the fingers 
had relaxed about it. 

"The bally game's up — get me out," he muttered. 

This was no easy task, though we somehow accom- 
plished it and laid him on open ground in the clear- 
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ing* His cheeks were pale. One of the men opened 
his shirt to staunch the flow of blood, at which 
Mahnesbury attempted to shake his head. 

"No use — done for — lift my " 

The words failed on his lips : it was too late f of 
raising his head, which we divined to be his desire. 
A quiver passed over his body, his lips slowly parted; 
and the spirit of the man who strove to bring me to 
my death had gone from Cericia and from earth. 

Dempster moved his hand in a gesture of finality. 

"It is over; cover his face and let us leave him," 
he said. "Come, we'll have a look round." 

The cabin was our first objective. It comprised 
one room, some twenty feet long by twelve wide, dim 
and moldy, which was nearly full of bundles of rifles 
wrapped in sacking and of bags of ammunition. 
Dempster jerked one of the former free and a dozen 
guns spilled on the floor. 

"Some Mexican patriot will wait in vain to start 
his revolution," said he. 

"And Carranza will never know he's been saved 
another outbreak," I added. 

"In time he will. A note will go from the State 
Department to the Mexican Government in due sea* 
son giving him the information. If you had your 
deserts, you'd have honorable mention in it." 

"Spare me that; Morales' relations might learn 
it," I said. 

"Very well, now let us go where he was moving the 
stuff. We should be able to follow his trail." 

This was not difficult. On the opposite side of 
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the creek we found his footprints in the soft soil, 
leading not more than a hundred yards into the un- 
derbrush. Need of haste had pressed the man. At; 
the end of his trampled path and in a thicket we 
located two dozen or so bundles of the guns. Given 
six or seven hours more he would have succeeded in 
transporting here all his loot, after which he would 
have removed the signs of his trail and departed to 
await a later day for further operations. And in 
that jungle the guns would never have been found. 

A bullet had ended that. 

Half an hour later when we were ready to go, 
the weapons had been brought back across the creek 
and Malmesbury's body borne within the cabin, 
where stark and silent it kept company with his 
guns. For a last time I looked around the little 
clearing : as before it was bordered by its poisonous 
green vines, the odor of decay and stagnant water 
was heavy, its hush once more had settled down, the 
old cabin stood black and evil. 

"That death cabin shall be torn down," said I, 
moving off with Dempster after he had posted a pair 
of men to guard the spot. "The whole place here 
is full of horror. I never want to see it again until 
these trees are cut down and the brush is cleared 
and an orange orchard is growing under the sun." 

"An orange orchard, oh no I" Dempster exclaimed 
with a laugh, for he felt none of my depression and 
was in good humor at the way things had turned out, 
"An orange orchard, never, my son. If I recall your 
talk rightly, your line is to be cabbages." 
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CALM AT CERICIA 

When we had come back to Cericia and Dempster 
had despatched his prisoners on board the vessel; 
when he had listened to Sally Brown, who asserted 
her father's innocence of complicity in Corwin's plot, 
having but been hired to haul freight, and who re* 
ceived an assurance that if he were not guilty he 
would later be set free; when we had routed out 
every ramshackle vehicle in Cericia and every horse 
and mule, sending them to the old cabin to bring 
in the contraband guns; when Dempster had con- 
ferred with his lieutenants ; when he had fed, petted 
and released to fly home the carrier pigeons which he 
had used to communicate with headquarters ; — when 
all these things had been done, then we began to 
think of luncheon. 

At my invitation Dempster remained to eat at 
Webb House, where Mrs. Belknap welcomed him 
with aplomb. Though the situation was still con- 
fused in her mind and in consequence she was on 
guard until she had all facts thoroughly in hand, 
he however appeared at present to be the dominant 
spirit and therefore worthy of consideration. 

319 
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When we were at table she set out to learn which 
way the wind blew. 

"Is there not some mistake in the arrest of Mr. 
Corwin and Mr. Ratchford?" she inquired tenta- 
tively, fixing her eye upon my friend. 

"None, madam. Our proof of their crime is ab- 
solute," he said. 

"Will they be placed in prison?" 

"Undoubtedly. The government isn't lenient with 
men of their type when they're caught breaking 
laws." 

A pause during which Mrs. Belknap considered. 

"Now that the truth is out, FU say that I always 
suspected there was something wrong with them," 
she announced. "They were too close-mouthed 
about their business for it to be honest. When I 
questioned them concerning its nature they persisted 
in putting me off with evasive answers." 

"I can well believe it, madam," Dempster said 
dryly. 

"As a result of Mr. Corwin's arrest I'm left in a 
rather peculiar position," she went on. "Last night 
when he departed the man placed his proprety here 
in my charge — ^there seems to be nothing else for me 
to do but remain and manage the estate while he's 
absent. A considerable burden, to be sure, but I'll 
handle it however. If the timber is sold it will 
provide money for expenses. When this is done 
Olive and I can live here a part of the year and 
travel the rest of the time. Yes, I'll carry the load 
somehow." Her tone indicated that she was ready 
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to assume the responsibility and aforesaid burden 
with courageous spirit, if not eagerness. She added: 
*'I suppose it will be for some time. How long is 
Mr. Corwin likely to be away?" 

"He'll serve a sentence of not less than ten years 
or more than twenty," was the sententious reply. 

"So long — ahl Well, I shall plan accordingly. 
While Mr. Corwin was standing by the veranda I 
inquired what should be done about the house and 
property and he answered that he left everything 
in my hands to do with as I saw fit — everything." 
Her eye dwelt significantly on me. "I shall man- 
age somehow — ^ten years, you say?" And her look 
swam away in distant contemplation. 

What a vista the succeeding decade promised: 
the timber sold and money had, Webb House her 
mansion, Cericia her domain, travel for her leisure, 
guests at her beck, suitors flocking about for her 
daughter's hand, possibly too a wealthy husband for 
herself, ease, triumph 1 

"There's but one difficulty that I sec in the way,** 
Dempster remarked casually. 

"And that?" 

"Corwin doesn't own this property and never 
has." 

Mrs. Belknap ceased to breathe, an image of 
stone. 

"What!" she finally gasped, while from the lips 
of her daughter came like an echo an agonized 
"Whatr* 
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"Sad but true/' quoth Dempster, breaking a piece 
of bread. 

"Then in heaven's name who does own it?" 

"Why, Miss Caroline, of course — ^that is, her part 
of it. You see, Mrs. Belknap, this fellow Corwin 
is a criminal in more ways than one and the crime 
for which I've arrested him isn't his only one. On 
the death of Miss Webb's father the man appeared 
here with a 4ped, it seems, and claimed ownership 
of the estate. But his deed was forged; it will be 
set aside and the title to the property will be re- 
stored. Yes, you have the happiness of knowing 
your niece has come into her own again." His 
smile was affable. 

Mrs. Belknap had gone a little pale, while Olive 
sat with open mouth. The mother's brain under the 
shock was working fast to resort her cards, but by 
her daughter's round blank eyes I saw the light of 
understanding was not in Olive. 

Then Mrs. Belknap patted her front and again 
engaged Dempster. 

"It will be a relief," she stated smoothly, "to re- 
sume the quiet order of our household as it was 
before those men disturbed it by their intrusion. 
Though naturally not in a position to say so while 
they were present, I never approved their ways — 
they were a little too presumptuous, a little too 
coarse, a little too unrefined. But what else can 
you expect from criminals? I'm glad they're gone; 
it will be so much pleasanter to have our old quiet 
life. The house jieeds tidying up too after all their 
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cigars and botdes and boots — I'll set the servants 
at it immediately and you'll not recognize this as 
the same dwelling in another twenty-four hours. 
Olive and Caroline will enjoy going back to books 
and strolls and rows together on the water, won't 
you, dears?" 

"Oh, yes, won't that be nice, Caroline?" Olive 
chimed in. "It'll be so much pleasanter. I love to 
read and row." 

Caroline did not support this sentiment; her 
lashes quivered at the question, but she only con- 
tinued to eat in meditative silence. Mrs. Belknap 
proceeded now to settle herself wholly in her old 
position of authority. 

"We really had delightful times here, Mr. Demp- 
ster, before those men came — and it will be the same 
hereafter. When after a rest we have some friends 
join us the house will liven up. There are charming 
spots in the neighborhood for picnics and excursions ; 
and with some young men in our house-party the girls 
will be well entertained." 

"You apparently overlook me, madam. I'm al- 
ready here," said I. 

That she had done so her manner bore out. Her 
eyes moved on me with surprise, which was suc- 
ceeded by annoyance. 

"Oh, you," she answered, rather impolitely. • 

"And Caroline and I expect to be married soon, 
you know." 

"Indeed i" she exclaimed, her annoyance visibly 
increased. "Not before a proper interval of time, 
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Fd say. Any marriage Caroline makes will take 
place only when she has decided the matter at length 
and with wise advice. Perhaps in the last few days 
my niece has been somewhat carried away by her 
emotions; she will wish to make definitely sure of 
her intentions ; on sober second thought she may de- 
sire to act differently than on mere impulse.'* 

"I'm sure of my intentions now," Caroline said. 

"You may think so at the moment, but we'll sec 
later. In any case you must wait a respectable length 
of time before taking so serious a step. As your 
aunt I insist on thlat. Mr. Masson, as Caroline's 
last living relation older than she, it devolves upon 
me to see that the proprieties are observed. Her 
interests are mine and I have her welfare at heart 
Her future happiness requires that she carefully con- 
sider her course. The honorable thing for you to 
do is to return to Philadelphia, remaining away from 
her not less than six months, in order that she may 
meet other young men and learn her own mind and 
know positively whether or not she wishes to marry 
you. I've known many young girls to change their 
minds after acting on impulse, and I'm sure, Mr. 
Masson, you wish only Caroline's happiness.'* 

"I'm sure I do," said I. 

"Then that's settled. I'm glad you agree with 
me in the wisdom of not attempting to force Caro- 
line into a hasty marriage." 

"Oh, there's no question of forcing," I rejoined. 

"Thank you, that is well. By your staying away 
from Cericia and from Caroline you'll both learn 
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your own hearts. You may rest assured that while 
you're north FU care for her interests. Yes, I'm 
pleased to find you so reasonable." 

This arrangement was perfectly satisfactory, ex- 
cept to the chief persons concerned, Caroline and 
me. Otherwise it might do. 

"You have failed to understand the entire situa- 
tion, Mrs. Belknap," I remarked, after a pause. 
"Even if I were to grant the soundness of your ar- 
guments, I should nevertheless find it necessary to 
remain at Cericia. You see, I'm half-owner of the 
estate." 

A deprecatory smile came upon her lips. 

"I fancy you're mistaken, Mr. Masson. Being 
engaged to Caroline doesn't pve you a half-interest 
in her property; marriage in fact wouldn't give it. 
No, you mustn't presume on that, Mr. Masson, or 
I fear we shall gain the idea that you're a bit of a 
fortune-hunter — I'll not say you are, but it might 
leave that impression." And she looked with a 
warning uplift of her brows at Caroline. 

I helped mysdf to a slice of cold roast which 
a servant at that moment was passing. In order 
that she might enjoy the full measure of my hu- 
miliation I made my selection with considerable 
care. 

"Your deduction is slightly awry, madam," said 
I calmly. 

"In what respect, if you please?" 

"In this : I owned a half share of the estate and 
Caroline owned the other half before we ever set 
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eyes on one another." Which made her blink rap- 
idly a couple of times. 

Presently she said: "I had not understood that. 
Caroline had failed to inform me of the fact — 
but I'm sure, Mr. Masson, that the property will 
not suffer on that account. YouVe a young man 
of ability, I know, and thoroughly conversant with 
business affairs and can attend the property very 
successfully. While I know little of its manage- 
ment, I'll lend you what aid I can. You and I — 
for Caroline of course will not ^dsh to be bothered 
— ^will determine matters as they arise. You'll like 
the life here, I'm confident." 

Olive now emerged into the light. 

"Indeed you will, and I know we'll get on to- 
gether famously," she exclaimed, in a sudden gush. 
"For I always said you were different from Mr. 
Ratchford and Mr. Malmesbury, who were forward 
and impudent and often rude; you never were un- 
gentlemanly and I'm sure you're never uninterest- 
ing." Here business of the eyes. "And we'll hunt 
flowers and swim and row — ^we'U have splendid times 
together." 

Mrs. Belknap's look rested approvingly on her 
daughter, her own face meanwhile grown gracious. 

"I certainly expect to be fond of Webb House," 
I said. 

"And of us all, we hope," the mother appended, 
with a winning smile. 

For the remainder of the meal their talk ran 
buoyantly on this and on that which should happen 
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— ^little trips, amusements, parties and pastimes. In 
this the others of us did not join. And at last when 
we were done and when Dempster must go, I think 
Mrs. Belknap was quite sure of herself and her 
station. 

On the veranda we bade Dempster good-by. He 
must superintend the loading of the guns and am- 
munition which had begun to come in and get all 
shipshape on board before sailing, and he chose to 
make his farewell here knowing that Caroline and 
I would not wish to accompany him to the pier 
where we might behold Corwin and Ratchf ord. He 
wrung my hand, then warmly pressed Caroline's and 
finally promised to visit us at Webb House after we 
were married. Then he went down the slope to the 
boat. 

"A pleasant gentleman, after all." Mrs. Belknap 
said, with the air of one who moved among nobility. 

**But let us talk of your wedding," Olive cried. 
"It must take place here at Cericia — ^why, we'll make 
the house into a beautiful bower for the occasion! 
It shall be the loveliest thing imaginable 1" 

The moment for disillusionment had arrived. I 
looked at Caroline and she gazed back at me, our 
understanding mutual in that the truth, unpleasant 
as it would be for them, must be told. 

"Will you kindly place a chair just there for me, 
Mr. Masson, where it will have the breeze?" Mrs. 
Belknap said, at the moment. "And look inside for 
my fan, for the air is sultry. Also have one of the 
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servants make and fetch me a glass of lemonade 
with mint. I'll want it soon.** 

Veiled though her words were by a gracious man- 
ner, they were rather of the nature of a command 
than a request. To all intents my subordination 
had begun. I smiled to myself as I went to obey — 
for the first and last time. 

When I returned I took a position at Caroline's 
side. 

**Mrs. Belknap and you also. Miss Olive, I wish 
you to listen to me for a moment," I said. 

"Very well — you were careful to mention the mint 
in the lemonade?" the mother responded. 

"I desire to explain matters," I went on steadily, 
"for apparently you do not realize what the situa- 
tion here will be from this time on. Caroline and 
I are going to Philadelphia to be married." 

"Dear me, that makes it uncomfortable," Mrs. 
Belknap replied. "Travel just now will be distaste- 
ful; there are so many annoyances this season. of 
the year. Still Fm ready to go if you prefer to be 
married there — ^and we can do some shopping." 

"It isn't necessary that you go." 

She waved her fan quickly, slightly put out by 
my assertion of rights. 

"Propriety demands that I should be present at 
Caroline's nuptials. I am her aunt. But since you 
two seem headstrong in the matter, Olive and I will 
remain here and have the house prepared for your 
return from the honeymoon." 
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**Webb House will be closed during our absence," 
said I. 

Instandy she stiffened, her hand closed tightly 
about the handle of her fan. 

"Closed 1 What do you mean ?'* 

"What I say. Shut, locked, left in charge of a 
caretaker." 

"But how foolish 1'* she protested. "Olive and I 
will look after it.'* 

"You're mistaken, Mrs. Belknap; you will not 
look after it — for you'll not be here." 

Her eyes flashed as if she sensed sudden danger, 
her 'face grew hard. I felt Caroline's hand steal up 
and take refuge against my arm. 

"Do you mean we're to go out of the house?'* 
the woman asked. 

"Yes, Mrs. Belknap." 

"That would necessitate our visiting friends while 
you were absent, or our going into one of' the cot- 
tages to stay. That would be very inconvenient and 
uncalled for." 

"Still you don't seem to understand — you're to go 
altogether and not come back," I said slowly, for 
this was a painful business. 

Coming to her feet, she glared at me with hot 
eyes and with shaking cheeks. At her side hung 
Olive, trembling, scared, her lashes winking rapidly. 

"You mean that you're puttmg us out?" the 
woman demanded in a low voice. 

"Madam, we're asking you to leave, that is all." 

"Caroline, you've allowed him to persuade you to 
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this," she exclaimed. "I knew always that he hated 
us, and now you've yielded to him." 

"No," Caroline whispered, gripping my sleeve. 

I lifted a protesting hand. 

"Mrs. Belknap, we both feel the same about this. 
Wfe're reluctant to ask it and it makes us unhappy 
to do so, but it's 'on Caroline's account. After the 
words you uttered to her on this very spot " 

"They were spoken in heat and really meant noth- 
ing," she interrupted. "Besides, Caroline was in the 
wrong. I don't even remember now what was said." 

"You don't?" I asked. 

"No." 

"They were so atrocious I'd think you could not 
forget them. First there was your speech before 
Corwin and the two Englishmen, when you believed 
Caroline was penniless, when you thought she would 
no longer be of use to you and when you imagined 
yourself in favor with the new owner of the prop- 
erty. Then you showed her neither affection nor 
respect; you let her go without a scruple. Is that 
not true?" 

"No, you misunderstood me." 

"Very well, let that pass — but you cannot so easily 
brush aside your action of last night. You met us 
here and denied her the door. You attempted to 
drive her back into the night. You made infamous 
insinuations regarding her conduct and her char- 
acter. You disowned her as your niece, you said 
you wished utterly to be rid of her, to never look 
on her face again, you did your most to crush and 
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ruin her. You did all this over the fact that she 
had always generously treated you, kept you and 
your daughter here as guests and more than guests, 
as a mother and a sister, and allowed you without 
protest to assume prerogatives to which you had no 
claim. You may have forgotten all this, Mrs. Bel- 
knap, but we have not. Apparently never a par- 
ticle of gratitude stirred your heart for the kind- 
nesses she had bestowed on you; you made use of 
her and of hers just so long as you believed it advan- 
tageous and, that time past, you were ready to desert 
her, cast her off, besmirch her name and ruin her 
life. How after all this, after the ugly words you've 
spoken and the wounds youVe inflicted, you think to 
resume former relations, ignore the past, eat at 
her table, dwell under her roof and exercise control 
over her affairs, no one but yourself can understand. 
We stand upon your declaration made last night, 
that you never want to see her face again, that you 
are no more her aunt, that you do not know her. 
So we ask you to go from Webb House.'* 

For a full minute the woman remained frozen. 
Then she turned and tottered to her chair, where 
she sat in silence, staring bleakly out across the sea, 
with Olive weeping on her shoulder. I had plunged 
a knife into the woman's hopes, her schemes, her 
ambitions, her selfish pride, her base sycophancy; 
and by the gray pallor of her face it was as if a 
blade had drained her heart. My words had torn 
the cloak from her seared, crafty, mercenary soul. 

At last she put out a hand uncertainly. 
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"Caroline I" she muttered. 

''What is it, aunt?" the other asked in a choked 
voice. 

"Where are we to go? WeVe no money, we're 
alone. Fm growing old and Olive has no one but 
me. It's hard to be driv^i out like this, on to the 
road and with ^ust the clothes on our backs. But 
we'll go, we'll go." And a tear slipped down her 
trembling dieek. 

I looked at Caroline — ^her lip was quivering; she 
started forward. But I restrained her. 

"You will not go empty of pocket, Mrs. Belknap," 
I said. "We're not driving you out to walk roads 
or to beg at doors, but surely you see the impos- 
sibility of your remaining here after all that has 
passed. Circumstances might have been otherwise ; 
it is now too late. I'll have a check for one thou- 
sand dollars ready for you when you depart, and 
a carriage to convey you to Hampden. Your leav- 
ing within two or three days will suffice. In the 
interval you'll be able to make some plans for the 
future ; and if a suggestion from me is not obnoxious, 
I'll reconunend that you plan with the idea of ac- 
quiring a permanent home and securing Miss Olive 
in some employment that will provide you with 
an income, for this money will be exhausted in time. 
Miss Olive could become a stenographer and the 
two of you would be independent; shorthand and the 
operation of a tjrpewriter are not difficult to learn. 
I have no more to suggest. And we wish you only 
well wherever you may be in the future." 
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Thus closing the matter, I led Caroline within 
doors. The mother and daughter should be left to 
themselves after this trying scene, and heaven knows 
Caroline and I wished to be alone. 

For the rest of the day Mrs. Belknap and Olive 
stayed in their rooms, and it was only at evening, 
when I sent a servant to announce dinner, that they 
reappeared. Their first travail of spirit had sub- 
sided. Though their manner was subdued, their 
faces were composed and they exchanged some 
words with us. Indeed, as the meal progressed 
their courage began to rise. This friend and that 
where they might go was mentioned between them, 
this hcmse censured and that praised, until in the 
end they were entirely engrossed with the discussion 
and exceedingly animated. 

"I think the Carters at Birmingham will be best 
to visit first, Olive," Mrs. Belknap remarked. 
**WeVe not been there for three years and even 
though Mrs. Carter w^s a little tiffed about some- 
thing when we left then, Fm sure she'll welcome us." 

Olive's cheeks were aglow at the prospect. 

"But first we should stop somewhere long enough 
to have clothes made," she declared. "I'm posi- 
tively in rags." 

"Yes, dear, we both must improve our wardrobes, 
which have grown a bit shabby. I wonder if it 
wouldn't be well to spend a couple of weeks first 
in New Orleans. Let me see who's there — no, the 
Tenors wouldn't do just yet — she was a little cold 
before. However, there are the Mentimes; yes, we 
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can spend a fortnight or so with them while get- 
ting our apparel.*' 

"I'll write this very evening to let them know," 
Olive said. 

"No, we'd best — " Mrs. Belknap considered criti- 
cally — "best wait till we're on the train, when we 
can wire we're on the way. That will do." 

"I must have at least three new gowns," Olive 
announced, "and shoes and hats and gloves — we'll 
make out the whole list to-night." 

I lifted an eyebrow at Caroline. The thousand 
dollars had every appearance of lasting not more 
than several minutes. Moreover the sad tnith was 
borne in upon my mind that Olive would never ham- 
mer the keys of a typewriter. 

Caroline and I stood on the beach a distance west- 
ward of Webb House. The sun had set, but its fires 
still spread a glory in the sky, transforming the 
few wisps of clouds to rose petals, turning the sea 
into wine and the waves that unfurled along the 
sands into bands of gold. 

Dempster's vessels were swinging away from their 
moorage on their passage home. We saw their 
crowded decks; we beheld a figure at the rail wave 
a hand, whereupon in answer we signaled farewell 
to our friend. Somewhere on the ship were Corwin 
and Ratchford going to the prisoner's dock; some- 
where lay Malmesbury's body, covered and still, 
awaiting its shroud; somewhere Moreles was 
buried. For each of them Cericia had closed her 
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account. As the smoke poured from the steamer's 
fumiel, rolling black across the water in plumes that 
spread and thinned, a sense of peace not until then 
complete descended upon my spirit. 

Calm at Cericial The swells would continue to 
roll in upon the beach bearing their gifts of shells 
and starfish and seaweed, but the men whose evil 
machinations had worked death here were gone 
never to return. Webb House no more would echo 
to their footfalls, or ring to their laughter. Brown's 
store with its strange girl in attendance would not 
again see their figures. The old abandoned cabin 
henceforth would be empty. The low sandy island 
where the Mexican had drunk and sung and died 
would know now only warm gulf breezes and lan- 
guorous silence — its buccaneers had vanished. 

The ship with its accompanying motor boats 
moved farther and farther away, leaving only the 
trail of smoke. The colors were paling in the sky, 
the waters were growing dull. A few gulls swept 
by and out of sight. 

I turned my look to Caroline. Her face was 
pensive, her blue eyes gazed across the sea as if 
to read what the future was writing there; and I 
thought how Fate — or should I say Love? — ^had 
heaped on me all the happiness man dare ask. 

At last she spoke. 

"It has been hard and in some ways terrible," she 
said, "but I would not have it undone or unchanged. 
For it brought you to me." 

"Your love suffices me for everything, what may 
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come as well as what has happened,^' I answered 
sofdy. "See, we have Webb House, we hare Ceri- 
cia, and we have our love I I want no more." 

'^Our happiness, it cannot end — and our love is 
forever." 

Dusk came down. At our feet the waves rolled 
in and broke and slid upward to the sea's ceaseless 
music. One by one the stars shone fordi in the 
sky and one by one the great gulf caught and held 
them in its deep boscmi. The three gentlemen adven- 
turers of Webb House had gone their way^— but 
Love remained Peace spread its wings over 
Cerida. 



;^ t THE END 
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